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ABSTRACT 
 
Lauren M. Sanford: Littoral Crossings: Imagery of Women and Water in Nineteenth-Century 
Britain 
(Under the direction of Mary D. Sheriff) 
 
This dissertation analyzes the representation of women and water in Victorian visual 
culture during the second half of the nineteenth century. Many notions of the feminine ideal 
aimed to situate women firmly within the domestic sphere. However, a body of visual work that 
includes Victorian painting associated with the Pre-Raphaelite Movement as well as female 
figureheads on the prows of ships, challenges these notions by repeatedly placing women outside 
the home and in connection with the sea, an external element. Through a re-evaluation of the 
accepted knowledge that connects Victorian women with domesticity, I argue that water is a site 
through which men and women question, negotiate, and contest the ideal Victorian woman as 
private and domestic. Furthermore, this dissertation posits that these paradigms are inadequate 
for understanding the complex personal and social relations that these images represent. Analysis 
of women and water images allows us to understand contradictions regarding women, as well as 
the anxieties and confusion of men in the face of watery women. 
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Introduction 
 
 
In an Athenaeum review of the 1897 Royal Academy Exhibition at Burlington House, the 
critic opens by lamenting the recent deaths of four celebrated British artists: John Everett Millais 
(1829-1896), Frederic Leighton (1830-1896), Alfred Hunt (1830-1896), and Henry Moore 
(1831-1895), who were pillars in the Victorian Art community, the Royal Academy, and beyond. 
The critic honors the contributions of these artistic leaders, remarking: “Never before did the 
Academy lose so much in one period, nor are we as yet aware of new men likely to fill, or even 
partly fill, the places left vacant by these deaths.”1 And he continues, noting that the public who 
attend this particular exhibition might not at first comprehend the great loss that has taken place 
in the Victorian art world, although it would soon surface because the talent of the artists who 
passed would be greatly missed. If the absence of these artists was not the first thought on 
people’s minds when viewing the pictures at Burlington House in 1897, what would have been? 
What was the viewer’s initial impression? The contents of this exhibition and other comments by 
critics seem to hold the answer. Inventories show that the 1897 Royal Academy Exhibition held 
an immense number of pictures representing women and water, and one critic used the phrase 
“mermaid’s cavern” in describing the scene.2 Though it is unclear whether the critic intended this 
classification specifically for a painting he was critiquing – John William Waterhouse’s Hylas 
                                                
1 “The Royal Academy,” Athenaeum (London), May 1, 1897. 
 
2 Peter Trippi, J. W. Waterhouse (London: Phaidon Press, 2002), 149. The comment about a “mermaid’s 
cavern” is cited here in Trippi’s book, and Trippi says that it is from an unpaginated clipping from the magazine 
Truth dated April 29, 1897, and was found in artist Herbert Draper’s sketchbook. 
 2 
and the Nymphs (1896; Figure 1) that overflows with watery maidens – or whether he felt 
generally engulfed by watery women when entering the exhibition galleries of Burlington House, 
this notion of a “mermaid’s cavern” appropriately applies to the entire show. In addition to 
Waterhouse’s Hylas and the Nymphs, paintings at the exhibition that featured women and water 
included Herbert Draper’s Calypso’s Isle (1897; Figure 2), Alfred Hitchens’ Galatea by the 
Spring of Acis (1897), Hector Caffieri’s A Young Siren (1897; Figure 3), as well as other images 
that connected the modern Victorian woman to water, such as Edward John Gregory’s Boulter’s 
Lock, Sunday Afternoon (1885-97; Figure 4), which pictured men and women boating, and even 
watery seascapes and riverscapes, such as Auguste Ballin’s The Thames from the Custom House 
and William T. Richards’ The Beach at Porthtowan, Cornwall, would-be settings for watery 
women. While this Royal Academy exhibition provides many examples of pictures rich with 
mythological water enchantresses and women socializing on rivers, imagery of women and water 
inundated mid to late nineteenth-century Britain both inside and outside the exhibition walls. 
Bram Dijkstra points out that exhibition-goers throughout the nineteenth century would have 
been flooded with images of watery women.3  
Although some scholars, such as Dijkstra and Peter Trippi, allude briefly to this notion of 
watery women in Victorian visual culture and have considered peripheral issues related to 
women and water, this topic has remained largely unrecognized and unstudied. What makes 
studying these images worthwhile and what is particularly surprising is that they were painted 
during an era characterized by the repression of real women and the rise of the cult of 
domesticity. The purpose of my dissertation is to address this body of images representing 
women in connection with water, considering how this imagery relates to the Victorian feminine 
                                                
3 Bram Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity: Fantasies of Feminine Evil in Fin-de-Siecle Culture (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1986), 261. 
 3 
ideal and the complex situation of Victorian sexuality. Based on extensive research of art and 
culture of nineteenth-century Britain, my dissertation provides a significant new perspective on 
Victorian women.  
Prior imagery that established a woman’s place within a gendered, domestic sphere dates 
back at least to the early eighteenth century and persists up through the nineteenth century. The 
conventions of restrictive representation developed during this long duration create a surprising 
contrast when placed alongside images of women and water. Early examples of established 
visual representation that restricts women comes in the genre of the conversation piece, an 
informal group portrait often depicting a family that we find in Britain in the 1720s. While on the 
one hand, conversation pieces represent relaxation from earlier, more rigid portrait conventions, 
they were on the other hand fundamental in forming a polite society in Britain and situating 
women within the home. Observe Philip Reinagle’s conversation piece, Portrait of Mrs. 
Congreve with her Children (1782; Figure 5), which pictures Mrs. Congreve and three of her 
children sitting in the fashionable drawing room of their London home. The figures are 
surrounded by objects affirming their wealth and rank, especially the portrait above the mantel of 
their relative, William Congreve, famous playwright, poet, and member of the eminent Kit-Cat 
Club, a political club that lead the way for polite society in the early eighteenth century.4 Directly 
above their heads hangs a portrait of Captain Congreve and an older son in battle, which when 
situated above the women and children who are confined to the drawing room, demonstrates the 
way in which a conversation piece could affirm a woman’s place indoors and a man’s place 
outside. In addition to cementing the ideals of socialization, refinement, luxury, family values, 
and worldly interest – all hallmarks of the new British “polite society” – conversation pieces 
                                                
4 David Solkin, Painting for Money: The Visual Arts and the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-Century England 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1993), 27-28.  
 4 
formed a genealogy and a gendered construction of the figures they represented, and this often 
meant situating women within the domestic realm.5 
Genre painting, or painting depicting everyday life, was closely tied with the 
conversation piece. This subject of genre painting began in England with William Hogarth in 
1730s Britain and lasted with fluctuating popularity up through the Victorian Era, when it was 
very prominent. I include genre painting in this dissertation because it repetitively, throughout 
the decades, solidified the domestic role of woman. Certain recurring motifs within genre 
painting, such as domestic tasks of adornment, also helped affix women’s domesticity. David 
Wilkie’s The First Ear-Ring (1834-35; Figure 6) is a prime example, providing the viewer an 
intimate peak into a domestic coming-of-age moment where a young girl receives her first ear-
ring and two maternal figures examine the piercing.  
In the later nineteenth century, female domesticity and the discourse surrounding separate 
spheres reached a pinnacle in Victorian England, and genre painting flourished as a popular 
means to demonstrate this way of life. Though the term “separate spheres” was coined in 1987 in 
Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class, 1780 – 1850 by Leonore 
Davidoff and Catherine Hall, the notion of separate spheres began in the late-eighteenth and 
early-nineteenth centuries amongst the new middle class.6 It was initiated in the 1780s and 90s 
from repercussions of the Enlightenment, continued through the 1840s battles between 
Evangelicals and the Socialists, and lasted through the Industrial Revolution that spanned the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Separate spheres meant men were part of a public domain 
                                                
5 Marcia Pointon, Hanging the Head (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1993), 159-175. 
Information here is derived specifically from Chapter Six, “The Conversation Piece: Generation, Gender and 
Genealogy,” in Pointon’s book. 
 
6 Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class, 
1780-1850 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1987). 
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while women were part of a private, domestic sphere.7 It was believed that restricting women to 
the home environment was the best way to keep them protected from the “harms” of the 
Industrial Revolution so that they could focus on family virtues and stay true to their Christian 
faith. John Ruskin explains the nature of the domestic sphere in a lecture entitled “Of Queens’ 
Gardens” from Sesame and Lilies: Two Lectures (1865) when he says:  
But [the man] guards the woman from [dangers of the public sphere]; within his house, as ruled by her, 
unless she herself has sought it, need enter no danger, no temptation, no cause of error or offence. This is 
the true nature of the home – it is the place of peace; the shelter, not only from all injury, but from all 
terror, doubt, and division.8  
 
The Victorian middle class cultivated this cult of domesticity, which was directly linked to the 
women living in the private sphere, because they felt superior to both the working class and the 
aristocracy.9 This somewhat snobbish cult asserted that the classes on either side lived in 
“immorality and vice,” but they prized their own behavior in regards to health, Christianity, a 
strong family nucleus, and respectability.10 It also gave women strict guidelines to follow within 
their own private spaces and relative to others in society. A Woman always existed in relation to 
the other men in the family, usually her father, husband, and son(s); she never stood on her own. 
The Victorian adage, “he is the oak and she is the ivy” articulates this perfectly: although woman 
may at times support these men in her life, she could never exist without them.11  
                                                
7 Use here of the term “public sphere” relates to the discourse on separate spheres that began in the late-
eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries and was the major method critics used to explain gender in the late-
nineteenth century.   
 
8 John Ruskin, “Of Queens’ Gardens,” in Sesame and Lilies: Two Lectures (London: Smith, Elder and Co, 
1865), 147-148. 
 
9 Lynda Nead, “The Magdalen in Modern Times: The Mythology of the Fallen Woman in Pre-Raphaelite 
Painting,” Oxford Art Journal 7, no. 1 (1984), 27. 
 
10 Ibid. 
 
11 Ibid., 28. 
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Many scholars argue that ideas surrounding the Victorian woman can be defined by 
difference and polarity, meaning they are characterized as either good or bad with no middle 
ground or spectrum. Lynda Nead argues that nineteenth-century scientific findings pigeonholed 
female sexuality defined as either pure or tainted, with nothing in between, and Elizabeth 
Prettejohn concords with Nead’s findings, speaking more specifically about women as good or 
evil in Victorian and Pre-Raphaelite painting.12 My dissertation recognizes this polarity and the 
possibility that all Victorian women were defined by difference. If they did not live up to the 
standard of the domestic and pure woman, they were quickly and definitively cast outside the 
home as a sinful and evil woman.  
At one end of the spectrum were the “angels in the house,” good, submissive women who 
adhered to the social boundaries established by Victorian England. Coined by Victorian poet, 
Coventry Patmore, this designation implied that the ideal woman should be innocent, dutiful, 
passive, and of course angelic.13 In The Grey Parrot (1852-53; Figure 7), Walter Deverell 
visualizes the notion of the angel in the house. In this tranquil, intimate image, the woman 
pictured sits indoors, tenderly holding her pet bird while a book lies open in her lap. Her dress is 
conservative, and her hair is pulled back into a neat knot, an appropriate hairstyle for the proper, 
domestic Victorian woman. Like many Victorian artists, Deverell pictures his female subject 
alongside a bird, almost in mirror image here, to draw parallels between them and their caged 
existence: both were seen as beautiful, fragile, submissive.14 Certain domestic etiquette was 
                                                
12 Ibid., 26; Elizabeth Prettejohn, The Art of the Pre-Raphaelites (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2000), 208. 
 
13 Coventry Patmore, Angel in the House (London: G. Bell and Sons, 1892). 
 
14 Elaine Shefer, Birds, Cages, and Women in Victorian and Pre-Raphaelite Art (New York: Peter Lang 
Publishing, 1990), 38-39. 
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expected of angels in the house in order to uphold the new middle class to which they belonged 
and to support the men in their lives. They entertained guests at gatherings such as “‘at homes,’” 
described in Cassell’s Household Guide (1869) as “the latest and most fashionable mode of 
receiving friends” which “may consist simply in a hostess remaining in her drawing-room to 
receive visitors on specified days.”15 They were also expected to participate in amateur craft-
making activities such as bouquet-making, have the skills to care for a sick child, and be able to 
maintain a proper lady’s dressing room, which, according to Baroness Staffe’s The Lady’s 
Dressing Room (1893), was where a woman could be her “real self.”16 Moral behavior, 
particularly in regards to sexuality and strong religious values, was also imperative. French 
philosopher, Auguste Comte, even made the rash suggestion in his 1853 The Positive Philosophy 
of Auguste Comte (translated into English) that women should be artificially inseminated instead 
of participating in sexual contact with their husbands in order to keep them as close to the 
Madonna as possible.17  
The opposite of the “angel in the house” at the other end of the spectrum was the “fallen 
woman,” who had been exiled from society for falling short of moral standards, particularly in 
regards to sexual conduct through adultery or prostitution. Lyn Nead’s “seduction to suicide 
mythology” explains that sexually deviant women would quickly and inevitably descend to 
despair and would ultimately commit suicide, and this phenomenon provides further support for 
                                                
15 Cassell’s household guide: Being a Complete Encyclopedia of Domestic and Social Economy, and 
Forming a Guide to Every Department of Practical Life, Volume IV (London: Cassell, Petter, and Galpin, 1869), 
195. 
 
16  Baroness Staffe, The Lady’s Dressing Room, trans. Lady Colin Campbell (London, Paris and 
Melbourne: Cassell and Company, Ltd., 1893), 12. 
 
17 Auguste Comte, The Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comte, trans. Harriet Martineau (London: John 
Chapman, 1853), as cited in Carol Mavor, Pleasures Taken (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 51-53. 
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the notion of polarity for the Victorian woman.18 Some fallen women were pictured as pitiful, 
victimized women often associated with prostitution, as seen in pre-Raphaelite artist Dante 
Gabriel Rossetti’s painting, Found (1869; Figure 8), where a sheep drover encounters a former-
lover-turned-prostitute slumped in the streets of London. Such situations where country women 
came to the cities and resorted to prostitution were common in industrial England. These 
prostitutes led rough lives – eating poorly, sleeping little, and often developing venereal disease 
– meaning most did not survive longer than about four years after falling into prostitution. 
Although Rossetti’s painting of this fallen woman remains unfinished, it can be read as a 
shameful outcome for a prostitute who struggles to survive in the city, a portrait of the plight of 
the Victorian fallen woman who arouses pity in the viewer, and possibly a warning to female 
Victorian viewers to uphold their moral standards.  
Many emphasize that Rossetti intended this painting as a moral warning for women to 
refrain from promiscuous behavior, and this could certainly be correct in regards to many 
Victorian works containing fallen women. Images of angels in the house were often painted as 
models of good behavior just as images of fallen women were warnings against disobeying the 
strict social code. However, Linda Nochlin reconsiders Rossetti’s Found, highlighting the 
tragedy in this situation through a literal and spatial analysis of the painting.19 If the viewer 
isolates the woman slumped on the ground, there is a strong contrast between a domestic woman, 
allowed to experience the pleasures of the indoors, and her exterior place as she is not allowed 
the comforts of a home. Nochlin also points out that this fallen woman has literally fallen: this is 
                                                
18 Lynda Nead, Myths of Sexuality: Representations of Women in Victorian Britain (Oxford and New York: 
B. Blackwell, 1988), 169. 
 
19 Linda Nochlin, “Lost and Found: Once More the Fallen Woman,” in Women, Art, and Power and Other 
Essays (New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, New York, 1988), 63-64. 
 9 
emphasized by her place on the ground and the looming bridge in the background, possibly 
suggesting death by water.  
In addition to images that emphasize the tragedy of the fallen woman and extract 
sympathy from the viewer is the visual manifestation of the fallen woman as a beautiful but 
dangerous and slightly evil enchantress often based in mythology. Herbert Draper’s Ulysses and 
the Sirens (1909; Figure 9), for example, pictures the scene from Homer’s Odyssey where the 
sirens attempt to lure and destroy innocent sailors who pass by their island with their beautiful 
song. Draper’s sirens unabashedly throw their bodies at the sailors with bared breasts and 
unbound flowing hair, providing a stark contrast to Deverell’s demure woman holding a pet bird 
considered earlier. Nineteenth-century enchantresses like the siren are closely related to the 
femme fatale, a notion that had long been in existence in art and literature but became 
particularly popular in the second half of the nineteenth century. The term femme fatale was 
coined in 1895, and many Victorian artists associated it with the Pre-Raphaelites, particularly 
Waterhouse and Draper, who often painted these seductive watery women. 
Despite seductive appearances, these paintings were popular in Victorian homes at the 
time, most likely for the moral message they appeared to carry and also as space to reflect.20 
People often purchased paintings of sensual enchantresses as a warning for both men and women 
against improper behavior, but as we will also see later in the dissertation, as a place to explore 
gender relations. Draper’s detailed depiction of the male sailors shows them to be good role 
models for Victorian male onlookers, who are presented as heroic by rowing past temptation and 
not falling prey to the sirens’ song. The beautiful sirens in this painting are also the antithesis of 
                                                
20 Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity, 264. 
 
 10 
the “angel in the house” – seductive and shameless – and they therefore serve to warn 
respectable women against sinful behavior that may lead to their downfall. 
Considering the strict Victorian ideals for women, one can see how unusual the body of 
images representing women and water were; picturing women who were to live in a domestic 
sphere alongside the natural, external element of water is quite surprising. This dissertation looks 
primarily at pictorial representations of natural bodies of water, and in the case of figureheads in 
Chapter Four, how water interacts with these figural female sculptures on the prows of ships. 
Natural water bodies and the water contained within them that I examine include seas (both in 
deep ocean waters and shallow, littoral water at the beaches and shores), rivers (often the River 
Thames), brooks, streams, locks, and straits. Although some water sources exist only in 
mythology, many are based in actual geography. For example, the Spring of Pegae where Hylas 
is seduced by the nymphs as represented in Waterhouse’s painting, Hylas and the Nymphs, 
existed in Hellenistic Greek culture according to Greek geographer, Pausanias, and up through 
the nineteenth century according to the Scottish anthropologist, James G. Frazer.21 Actual 
sightings claimed that this is part of a grouping of clear, perennial springs that traverse over 
rocks and are shaded by large plane-trees.  
I use various methodological perspectives to examine the different types of water present 
in this dissertation, including historical, literary, scientific, medical, and philosophical 
standpoints. In my historical examination of the Thames, information from nineteenth-century 
Scottish author Charles Mackay’s The Thames and its Tributaries; or Rambles Among the Rivers 
                                                
21 Pausanias, Description of Greece, trans. Arthur Richard Shilleto (London: George Bell and Sons, 1886), 
47; James G. Frazier, Pausanias’s Description of Greece V4: Commentary on Books VI-VIII (Whitefish, MT: 
Kessinger Publishing, 2006), 416. 
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(1840) has been a valuable source, as Mackay is respectful in his historical accuracy yet romantic 
and fluid in his prose.22 His discussion of bridges along the River, of historical events that took 
place on the water, and of views from various points are extremely helpful, and his general love 
of the River as seen through his passionate tone and lyrical writing style provide significant 
insight into Victorian perspectives of water. 
Perhaps more prevailing in the historical and scientific perspectives on the Thames was 
the issue of excessive pollution and dirtiness of the River (as well as other connected rivers 
throughout England), which lead to disease and an overall unpleasantness through London in the 
nineteenth century. The contamination of the River Thames was growing increasingly worse 
throughout the century, but the River endured immense amounts of sewage deposited into its 
waters in the middle of the century that surpassed any previous pollution.23 John Snow made a 
significant epidemiological advancement in determining that dirty water carried disease, but the 
dirtiness of England’s rivers nevertheless persisted and reached a pinnacle in “the Great Stink” of 
1858, where mounds of sewage in the river during the hot summer months caused an incredible 
stench. Significant writers and historians, including Henry Morley and Charles Dickens, 
addressed the dirtiness of the river in their writings. Morley’s essay entitled “A Way to Clean 
Rivers” requests some form of river purification, and Dickens expresses his disgust with the 
polluted waters through fiction, particularly in The Personal History of David Copperfield 
                                                
22 Charles Mackay. The Thames and its Tributaries; or Rambles Along the River (London: R. Bentley, 
1840). 
 
23 Michelle Allen, “Good Intentions, Unexpected Consequences: Thames Pollution and the Great Stink of 
1858,” The Victorian Web, last modified Feb. 23, 2009, http://www.victorianweb.org/science/health/thames1.html. 
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(1850) and Little Dorrit (1855-57), where he uses symbolism to relate the dirtiness of the water 
to outcast figures in society, such as suicidal female prostitutes.24   
This dissertation also considers nineteenth-century waters from the standpoint of marine 
biology that delves into theories of the supernatural, superstition, and magic, specifically 
involving sea monsters. While those on land were concerned with detritus in the rivers, many 
superstitious sailors at sea were wary of monstrous beings lurking beneath the ocean’s surface. 
Major seafaring advancements in the nineteenth-century quelled many fears about sea monsters, 
but these trepidations nevertheless prevailed during the Victorian Era and they relate particularly 
to the symbolic presence of figureheads discussed in Chapter Four as a means of superstitious 
protection for the sailors in uncertain waters.  
Throughout the dissertation, I approach water from a philosophical and psychoanalytic 
perspective, as well as an intersection of these two approaches. Gaston Bachelard’s Water and 
Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Matter (1942) is invaluable in my discussion of women 
and water images because it considers water philosophically in a thorough and direct manner and 
often engages psychoanalysis. Scholarship that engages and questions psychoanalysis directly is 
a major thread running throughout my dissertation. The father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund 
Freud’s, theories on water in relation to birth and dreams in The Interpretation of Dreams (1899) 
is significant in my research, and later feminist perspectives on and appropriations of 
psychoanalysis, such as Luce Irigaray’s thoughts on the fluidity of women, also prove a crucial 
method to approach water. While many concepts of psychoanalysis are informative and 
applicable, I question others.   
                                                
24 Charles Dickens, The Personal History of David Copperfield (London: Bradbury and Evans, 1850); 
Charles Dickens, Little Dorrit (London: Bradbury and Evans, 1855-57). 
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Finally, a nautical approach to water is also necessary, especially in Chapters Three and 
Four that examine ships and figureheads. Understanding shipping from historical, scientific, and 
literary perspectives is significant, and many former sailors, such as famed writer, Joseph 
Conrad, provide written accounts of their experiences at sea. Conrad spent time in the merchant 
navy on a clipper ship, and his subsequent stories romanticize the last great years of the sailing 
ship before the conquest of the steamer ships that came about with the Industrialization of 
Britain. He often ascribes gender roles to the sea and to its ships in his writing, which proves 
significant in understanding the relationship of women to water and gender roles throughout 
Victorian England. 
In organizing this dissertation, I have divided the chapters thematically and have 
considered how women and water intersect within these themes. Chapter One, “Women, Water, 
Death and Victimization,” focuses on representations of women, water, death (which is often 
suicide), and how this pins women as victims within society. A major portion of this chapter is 
dedicated to John Everett Millais’ Ophelia (1851-52; Figure 10), perhaps the most well-known 
Pre-Raphaelite painting, which pictures the famous scene from Shakespeare’s Hamlet where 
Ophelia drowns in a brook.25 Through a thorough examination, I aim to disentangle the web of 
romance and mystery that surrounds Millais’ famous painting, particularly the longtime 
associations with the dramatic life of the Lizzie Siddal, the sitter for Ophelia, nineteenth-century 
notions that associated women, water, death, and beauty, and ways in which Millais seemed to 
freeze beauty in time in this image. My analysis examines the way in which water in this 
painting has become a visual tomb for Ophelia, and how Millais’ visualization of this 
entombment may alter ways in which people view his painting, read Hamlet, and think generally 
                                                
25 Homer, The Odyssey of Homer, trans. S. H. Butcher and A. Lang (London: Macmillan and Co., 1879), 
Book 12. 
 14 
about women, death and drowning. Though this section of Chapter One focuses on Millais’ 
painting, I also consider other visual and literary interpretations of Ophelia, determining that she 
is often an amorphous and passive character that has been molded according to the interpreter’s 
motives. 
While Millais’ Ophelia is an ambiguous image on which many people – Victorian and 
present-day painters, writers, and viewers – have ascribed their own meanings, the second group 
of images considered in this chapter, tragic social realist images representing women who have 
drowned or are about to throw themselves into the water, are more specific and direct in 
highlighting the victimization of Victorian women. Comparing Millais’ representation of the 
fictional, drowned Ophelia with representations of real women who have taken their lives in 
water sheds light on Victorian perceptions of real and represented women and shows that while 
some exalted female death through water by making it beautiful, others use women, water, and 
death to shed light on the tragedy of the victimized Victorian woman. These two sections of the 
chapter are further connected by the theme of surfaces versus depths, where water is often 
disguised as a beautiful oasis or as a friend, but is in actuality a gateway to a woman’s watery 
ending. 
Chapter Two, entitled “Sirens and Other Mythological Water Enchantresses,” looks to 
visual representations of female water enchantresses from mythology, often in the form of sirens 
and nymphs. I consider why these fictional water women were such a popular subject nineteenth-
century visual culture and I question their relationship with Victorian women and men. Though 
there are various mythological interpretations surrounding these figures, I define female water 
enchantresses as a female or partially female figure from mythology who holds a physical, 
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sexual, and emotional power of enchantment over men that can be dangerous. The man's survival 
lies in his ability to resist temptation.  
The popularity of mythological stories, such as Homer’s Odyssey, as well as the many 
images that pictured these myths, indicates that they may have served as moral guides by which 
Victorian society conducted their lives. At first glance, female water enchantresses seem only to 
embody a fictional version of the Victorian fallen women, serving as a warning to men against 
falling prey to their temptations and a caution to women against promiscuous behavior. Although 
this interpretation and function of these images is partially true, further examination shows these 
pictures provided a space where men could visually explore their misunderstandings of water 
women.  
In Chapter Three, “James Tissot’s Women Aboard Ships,” I consider the grand paintings 
by James Tissot that picture bourgeois middle-class women recreating on the water and 
socializing on ships. The success and prosperity of Britain’s Industrial Revolution brought about 
lifestyle change and leisure for many members of Victorian society, particularly the wealthy 
middle class that we see here in Tissot’s paintings. This chapter considers the evolution of the 
new recreational activities popular in Britain that often involved water, such as taking small 
rowboats and steam launches down the river and traveling to the British coast to attend regattas. I 
consider these scenes of beaches and of women rowing small skiffs, but what I focus on 
primarily in this chapter because it is a significant group of works in terms of size, popularity, 
and meaning, is the body of paintings by Tissot representing middle-class women socializing on 
large ships.  
Since Tissot’s lifetime, many critics have dismissed Tissot’s work, first as vulgar in 
representing distasteful and immoral people from the middle class, and after his death as merely 
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aesthetic fashion plates. Recent scholars probe more deeply into Tissot’s paintings and argue that 
more lies beneath these “seductive surfaces,” and this chapter furthers this type of scholarship, 
arguing that Tissot draws the viewer in with his alluring surfaces and retains their interest with 
deeper meaning relating to Victorian society.26 In this chapter, I consider how nineteenth-century 
notions of vulgarity manifest themselves in appearance and behavior in these nautical settings, 
and how this ultimately draws the viewer’s attention to realities of the Industrial Revolution and 
its accompanying group in the Victorian social hierarchy, the wealthy middle class, who rose 
alongside this cultural phenomenon. 
For the final chapter of my dissertation, Chapter Four entitled “The Role of the Female 
Figurehead in Nineteenth-Century Britain,” I move into unchartered territory where scholarly art 
historical writing is concerned. I approach female figureheads on nineteenth-centuries British 
vessels, which became more prominent at this time, and I use figureheads as a means to consider 
Victorian gender roles on land and in water as well as the ways in which these figureheads speak 
to the ideals of womanhood. By nautical definition, a figurehead is a carved figure situated at the 
prow, or front of a vessel, that often embodies the soul of the ship and serves as the symbolic 
protector of sailors on mysterious waters.27 If this is so, why were female carvings chosen to hold 
the reins of power and guardianship over males during an era known for female repression? Why 
would sailors, seemingly powerful men at sea, rely on the wood carving of a female to keep them 
safe? In this chapter, I propose that the reason for this is that these carvings were not only 
                                                
26 The term “seductive surfaces” is taken from Katherine Lochnan’s book, Seductive Surfaces: The Art of 
Tissot (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1999). 
 
27 C. W. T. Layton, Dictionary of Nautical Words and Terms (Glasgow: Brown, Son & Ferguson, Ltd., 
Nautical Publishers, 1982), 135. 
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intended to fill the void of female presence for sailors while at sea, but they were idealized stand-
ins for real women.  
When examining the many female figureheads from nineteenth-century Britain, two 
major figurehead types emerge: the maternal figurehead and the sexualized figurehead. Although 
primary sources support that sailors were usually rough and brash men, maternal and sexual 
figureheads were fitting because these men craved female presence at sea while they were away 
from land for long stretches of time, even if it was symbolic presence. This chapter delves into 
the lives of nineteenth-century sailors and explores the many manifestations and characteristics 
of these figureheads in order to more fully understand gender relations in Victorian England.  
In the pages that follow I examine this wide variety of images and objects representing 
women and water, which includes canvases from the 1897 Royal Academy Exhibition 
mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, but many others as well that spanned the trajectory of 
nineteenth-century visual culture. This exploration dives into these beautiful and meaningful 
canvases, filling the void where scholars have in the past overlooked this significant theme of 
women and water, and ultimately furthering the scholarship on Victorian and Pre-Raphaelite 
painting which continues to expand daily.   
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Chapter One 
 
Women, Water, Death and Victimization 
 
Water is no longer a substance that is drunk; it is a substance that drinks. 
 
–Gaston Bachelard, Water and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Matter 
 
John Everett Millais’ painting, Ophelia (1851-52; Figure 10), is haunting in many 
respects. The more one learns of its fascinating history and the analyses by various scholars, the 
more evocative, mysterious, and rich with information the painting becomes. What to a new 
viewer may at first seem to be a lovely and simple pictorial representation of a Shakespearean 
scene becomes with closer look and further investigation a surface on which significant societal 
questions about gender, beauty, the Ideal Victorian woman, and death have been projected. The 
painting overflows with elements associated with beauty, including vibrant color, an abundance 
of delicate flowers, a legendary narrative, and a beautiful woman. Ophelia rests peacefully in a 
nest of enchanting, watery foliage, relaxed facial features on her youthful, rosy skin, with 
delicate wrists upturned and floating gently on the surface of the water, and her gown 
glimmering with delicate beadwork that complements her pretty face.  
At the same time that these beautiful characteristics of the painting seduce the viewer, the 
deadly water pulls Ophelia’s body under. Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which was the textual 
inspiration for this image, provides that Ophelia had been picking flowers when she fell into the 
brook and drowned, ending her complex and troubled life.28 Millais’ painting is deeply haunting 
                                                
28 William Shakespeare, Hamlet (Manchester: R. & W. Dean; London: Sael & Co. and T. Knott, 1800), 
4.7.166-183. 
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because of the strange union of youthful beauty and death, the fact that this scene from Hamlet is 
traditionally only imagined by spectators because it takes place off stage, the tragic and 
dramatized life and death of the sitter, Lizzie Siddal, and the rich significance of water and its 
interplay with female death, an area that I examine in detail in this chapter. 
In Water and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Matter (1942), Gaston Bachelard 
notes that images of dead Ophelia in the water have become such prevalent visuals in society that 
many people conjure these images when looking at the water and thinking of death.29 Taking this 
notion one step further, I believe that Millais’ Ophelia specifically is the image conjured by 
many trigger words and phrases. This not only includes water and death, but also drowning; the 
Pre-Raphaelites, the artistic group and movement with whom Millais is often associated; and 
Lizzie Siddal, whose life is forever entangled with that of Ophelia because she sat for this 
painting.30 The image is loaded with contradictory notions – youthful beauty and death; surfaces 
and depths; warm, rosy cheeks and cold, vacant eyes – and it is perhaps these contradictions that 
make this image so powerful.  
The importance of Millais’ painting and its ability to stand alone as the representation of 
Ophelia and as Bachelard suggests, the representation of water and death, are reasons why 
Ophelia is the primary image considered in this chapter. Of the images depicting women, water, 
and death, it stands alone as a painting whose narrative is grounded in death but nevertheless 
overflows with qualities associated with beauty. Keeping in mind the painting’s importance, 
there are many other images representing women, water, and death that will be considered in 
addition to and alongside Millais’ painting. The majority of the images in this chapter, which 
                                                
29 Gaston Bachelard, Water and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Matter, trans. Edith R. Farrell 
(Dallas: Pegasus Foundation, 1983), 88-89. 
 
30 I explore the significance of Lizzie Siddal in more depth later in the chapter. 
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make up a large portion of my discussion, fall into the category of social realism and provide 
dark, disturbing, yet honest commentary on social plights of the downtrodden and poor sectors 
nineteenth-century British society. Whereas many mid nineteenth-century British social realist 
artists, such as George Frederic Watts, looked directly to society to find their subject matter, 
Millais and other artists of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood relied on historical literature for their 
inspiration, using writing from the past as a vehicle to address social concerns of the present. 
Allison Smith notes that it was common for Pre-Raphaelites in their early days to paint scenes of 
“individuals set at odds against social norms” but in a historical setting to which contemporary 
viewers could relate.31 What the artists and images discussed in this chapter have in common is 
their interrogation of the topic of women, water and death, and more specifically, their 
consideration the plight of the Victorian woman in nineteenth-century British society.    
The relationship between woman and death was a common theme in nineteenth-century 
England. Aspects of social history such as literature, art, science, medicine, and psychology of 
the time reflect this thematic, and scholars, including Elisabeth Bronfen, have taken up the 
topic.32 The root of this fascination lay in the misunderstandings of women, death, and the 
relationship between them. Limitations placed on women by the Victorian social structure, 
particularly the notion of separate spheres, showed a fundamental misunderstanding of women. 
Just as men were grappling with the “woman question” and social concerns regarding females, 
society was also struggling to understand the concept of death. Although the nineteenth century 
saw scientific discoveries about death that indeed generated a fascination with mortality in 
                                                
31 Allison Smith, “Pre-Raphaelitism,” in Millais, ed. Jason Rosenfeld and Allison Smith (London: Tate 
Publishing, 2007), 23. 
 
32 Elisabeth Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body: Death, Femininity, and the Aesthetic (New York: Routledge, 
1992). 
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society, there was still a lot to learn. Britain advanced medically primarily in its understanding of 
disease aetiology, meaning the cause or origin of disease, as well as in disease prevention, but 
advances in curing diseases came later.33 For example, British physician, Dr. John Snow, 
discovered in 1855 that the devastating disease, cholera, was spread through contaminated water, 
whereas people earlier in the century did not believe in water or airborne infections. Snow helped 
promote cleaner water through separate sewage systems and waste removal in cities. Because of 
such discoveries on disease prevention, the crude death rate decreased from 21.6 per thousand in 
1841 to 14.6 in 1901. Though these nineteenth-century medical advancements are notable, cures 
for infection remained a mystery, and many alternative therapies and deceptive medicines 
circulated throughout Britain, such as fake pills and colored liquids.34 
Men tackled these concepts of women and death that garnered attention in society but 
that they did not fully understand through pictorial representation. Images of beautiful dead 
women might therefore be understood as the unconscious attempt to understand the relation of 
woman and death through visual representation. As Bronfen explores in her book, Over Her 
Dead Body (1992), picturing woman and death empowered man.35 Woman is in her most 
vulnerable state as a corpse, and the female corpse theoretically gives man the control they desire 
over both death and woman. Contemplating images of drowned women thus can be understood 
as man’s means of gaining proximity to death and the afterlife without experiencing it himself. 
Men feared that their control over society was at risk, so painting women as dead appeased this 
                                                
33 Jan Marsh, “Health and Medicine in the Nineteenth Century,” Victoria and Albert Museum Webpage, 
accessed March 1, 2013, http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/h/health-and-medicine-in-the-19th-century/. 
 
34 Ibid. 
 
35 I referenced “Preparation for Autopsy” from Part I of Elisabeth Bronfen’s Over Her Dead Body in 
formulating ideas for this paragraph. 
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fear and provided men with a way to assert themselves over their fears. This argument is not to 
imply that Victorian men preferred all women dead. However, in theory men possessed both the 
desire to control women and the opportunity to seek and gain this control over the weaker sex. 
The man’s desire for imagined control over women might be quenched through visual 
representations.  
Christina Rossetti, Pre-Raphaelite poet and artist as well as sister to the acclaimed male 
artist, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, touches upon the fascination with women and death in her poem 
entitled “After Death (1862).” In the poem, a recently deceased woman witnesses a visit from 
her husband and reflects on their relationship. Rossetti writes the poem from a slightly disturbing 
yet thought-provoking third person omniscient perspective, allowing the woman and the reader 
insight into what seem to be the candid thoughts of the man as well as an understanding of 
Rossetti’s interpretation of man in her poetry:  
He leaned above me, thinking that I slept 
And could not hear him; but I heard him say: 
‘Poor child, poor child:’ and as he turned away 
Came a deep silence, and I knew he wept.  
He did not touch the shroud, or raise the fold 
That hid my face, or take my hand in his,  
Or ruffle the smooth pillows for my head:  
He did not love me living; but once dead 
He pitied me.36 
 
By bestowing the gift of awareness upon the deceased woman and the reader, Rossetti provides 
both a glimpse into an intimate moment that confirms the man’s lack of love for the woman 
while she was living, as well as his belittlement and “pit[y]” for her now that she has died.37 
Despite the woman’s cognizance, death has silenced her. She lays motionless, mute, and 
                                                
36 Christina Rossetti, Poems and Prose (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 26, lines 
5-13. 
 
37 Ibid., 26, line 13. 
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victimized, suggesting here that female death lifts threat in the eyes of man and gives him a 
feeling of control.  
 Though recent art historians such as Bronfen, Kimberly Rhodes, Lynn Alexander, 
Barbara Gates, Margaret Higonnet and Lyn Nead have theorized about women, death and 
victimization, they do not approach the significance of water in the equation. Britain had a new 
grasp on water in the nineteenth century. Britain’s victory at the Battle of Trafalgar made the 
Royal Navy a leading sea power, and scientific findings charting the ocean gave Britain 
confidence and helped to somewhat assuage their fears about the ocean, which previously 
seemed a terrifying expanse of mystery. Snow’s newfound medical discovery that water is a 
carrier of disease, mentioned earlier in the chapter, proved groundbreaking and made society 
more aware of the importance of clean water.38 However, disregard for the cleanliness of water 
and its sanitation, exemplified by waste deposit into the River Thames, was a problem that 
wreaked havoc on London through the mid-nineteenth century. This deposit of sewage and other 
waste culminated with the Great Stink of 1858, where the smell of the River became so foul that 
Parliament, located on the river, could only convene if curtains drenched in chloride of lime were 
hung from the windows.39  
New advancements and persisting problems, such as water sanitation, heightened 
society’s interest in water, both because people were attuned to these new discoveries and 
problems and because they were curious about what was still undiscovered. Even taking into 
account new advancements in water, the longtime mystery and superstition surrounding water 
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February 2009, http://www.victorianweb.org/science/health/thames1.html. 
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lingered and manifested itself in pictorial representation. Through an examination of images that 
represent water alongside women and death, the significance of this category of images that were 
so prevalent in the nineteenth century begins to emerge. 
 
OPHELIA 
John Everett Millais’ Ophelia and the Popularity of the Shakespearean Heroine 
John Everett Millais’ painting of 1851-52 is not the only version of Ophelia, but it is 
singular and significant in its direct representation of the character’s drowning. Ophelia, a 
character from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, was an extremely popular subject in the mid- to late-
nineteenth century, and the majority of the images representing her were completed during this 
time. Kimberly Rhodes notes the statistical prevalence of Ophelia imagery during Queen 
Victoria’s reign (1837-1901), pointing out that while only five visual representations of Ophelia 
where shown at the Royal Academy between 1791 and 1828, more were exhibited at the Royal 
Academy per decade from 1831 moving forward into the Victorian Era than were exhibited in 
the short timeframe of 1791 to 1838.40 Of the earlier representations that do exist, especially 
those of the late eighteenth century such as Robert Edge Pine’s Ophelia (Figure 11) from 1782, 
many concentrate on her madness and sexuality.  
Nineteenth-century Victorian versions contemporaneous with that of Millais tend to 
avoid direct depictions of Ophelia’s watery death and instead portray her as a daydreamer with 
naïve sexuality. The innocent nature and omission of death in these interpretations may make 
them easier to look at and absorb for a viewer, but they also add a sense of superficiality. For 
                                                
40 Kimberly Rhodes, Ophelia and Victorian Visual Culture: Representing Body Politics in the Nineteenth 
Century (Burlington, VT and Hampshire, England: Ashgate, 2008), 4. 
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example, in John William Waterhouse’s version (1889; Figure 12), Ophelia lies dreamily in a 
flowery meadow, seemingly unaware of her innocent sensual nature. With the exception of 
flowers in the image that ties in with Ophelia’s flower picking and subsequent drowning from 
the text, nothing in the painting suggests her drowning. Water is present in Arthur Hughes’s 
Ophelia (1852; Figure 13), but again the focus is on the girl’s flower bouquet as well as her 
extreme youth, fragility, and prettiness as she gazes nervously at the brook below. This painting 
may have been a fitting visual accompaniment to the Shakespearean adaptations intended for 
young girls, such as Mary Cowden Clarke’s The Girlhood of Shakespeare’s Heroines (1851) of 
the same year, which appropriates the character of Ophelia as a warning to adolescent girls 
against falling into sin.41 Visual examples of Ophelia such as those by Waterhouse and Hughes 
attest to the singularity of Millais’ painting as a complex image that directly confronts the topic 
of women, water, and death. 
Nineteenth-century critical reception of Millais’ Ophelia was mixed, and the negative 
reviews received were most likely due to the painting’s direct portrayal of Ophelia drowning and 
its deviation from the standard innocent representation of her gathering flowers. While one critic 
of the Royal Academy Exhibition in 1852 says he believes Millais’ work in general is improving, 
he also seems offended by Ophelia specifically and says that:  
There must be something strangely perverse in an imagination which souses Ophelia in a weedy ditch, and 
robs the drowning struggle of that love-lorn maiden of all pathos and beauty, which it studies every petal of 
the darnel and anemone floating on the eddy, and picks out a robin on the pollard from which Ophelia 
fell.42  
                                                
41 Mary Cowden Clarke, The Girlhood of Shakespeare’s Heroines (London: J. M. Dent and Co., 1851), 
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42 “Exhibition Of The Royal Academy,” Times (London), May 1, 1852. 
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Even John Ruskin, who encouraged artists to paint from nature as Millais does here, criticizes 
this painting and calls it a “catastrophe.”43 Despite these initial reviews upon the painting’s 
presentation at the Royal Academy, it eventually grew in fame and travelled for many 
exhibitions, ultimately playing a large part in Millais’ success. Henry Farrer, art dealer who first 
owned Ophelia, lent the painting to many exhibitions between 1852 and 1855 in hopes of 
making it famous.44 Its appearance at the 1855 Exposition Universelle in Paris led to recognition 
of Millais as painter of international importance.45 As art historian Paul Barlow points out, this 
painting by Millais surpasses other Pre-Raphaelite works (by him or others), in his naturalistic 
skill in rendering the background and the figure and his ability to find balance throughout the 
painting.46 
 
Shakespeare’s Ophelia  
Based on Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the drowned woman in Millais’ painting represents the 
character, Ophelia, who is a beautiful, young noblewoman from Denmark. Ophelia is the 
daughter of Polonius, sister of Laertes, and she is romantically involved with Hamlet, the Prince 
of Denmark. As the pawn of all three of these male characters, she is tossed about throughout the 
play and is torn between her loyalty to the men in her family and her love for Hamlet. She 
eventually goes mad after Hamlet denounces his love for her and kills her Polonius.  
                                                
43 John Ruskin, “Ruskin upon Millais,” Times (London), May 25, 1857.   
 
44 Smith, “Pre-Raphaelitism,” Millais, 68. 
 
45 Ibid. 
 
46 Paul Barlow, Time Present and Time Past: The Art of John Everett Millais (Hants, England and 
Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2005), 33. 
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All that we know about Ophelia’s drowning from Shakespeare’s text is the information 
provided by Queen Gertrude, Hamlet’s mother, who recounts the events of Ophelia’s watery 
death in a monologue. According to the Queen, Ophelia was wandering by a brook picking 
flowers when she fell in and drowned: 
Laertes  “Drown’d! O where? 
 
Queen Gertrude There is a willow grows askant the brook, 
 That shows his hoar leaves in the glassy stream: 
 Therewith fantastick garlands did she make, 
 Of crow-flowers, nettles, daisies, and long purples, 
 That liberal shepherds give a grosser name, 
 But our cold maids do dead men’s-fingers call them:  
 There on the pendent boughs her coronet weeds 
 Clambering to hang, an envious sliver broke; 
 When down her weedy trophies, and herself, 
Fell in the weeping brook.  
Her clothes spread wide 
And, mermaid-like, a while they bore her up: 
 Which time, she chanted snatches of old tunes, 
 As one incapable of her own distress, 
 Or like a creature native and indu’d 
 Unto that element: but long it could not be, 
 ’Till her garments, heavy with their drink, 
 Pull’d the poor wretch from her melodious lay 
 To muddy death. 
 
Laertes Alas then, she drowned? 
 
Queen Gertrude Drown’d, Drown’d!47 
 
Because the image of Ophelia floating in the water depicted in Millais’ painting is not actually 
seen in the play, there is some confusion as to whether Ophelia’s death is accidental or self-
inflicted. Though I agree with most critics, who believe she caused her own death, there is some 
suggestion that she fell into the water by accident. In Water and Dreams, Bachelard uses 
psychoanalysis and specifically the Freudian theory of accidents to explain that it is meaningless 
to try to determine and separate out whether Ophelia’s death is a result of suicidal drowning, 
accident, or pure madness because: 
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Psychoanalysis has taught us to give accidents their psychological significance; and going along with 
this...He who plays with fire, burns himself and others. He who plays with perfidious water drowns and 
wants to be drowned.48 
 
Here, Bachelard refers to the psychoanalytic suggestion that there are no accidents from Freud’s 
The Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1901), which proposes that an “accident” is actually the 
surfacing of one’s unconscious desire.49 Bachelard’s notion that Freud’s theory appropriately 
applies to the debate over Ophelia’s death as accidental or suicidal is convincing, for Ophelia’s 
watery demise reveals her flirtation with the idea of her own death and should be taken as such. 
Furthermore, I believe that in many Victorian female suicides there was most likely uncertainty 
as to the cause of death. We can imagine that many women committed suicide but wanted the 
death to appear that she had mistakenly fallen into the water.  
 
Millais’ Interpretation 
In commenting on Millais’ interpretation of Ophelia in her book, Ophelia and Victorian 
Visual Culture (2008), Kimberly Rhodes hypothetically asks: “What better way to express a 
devotion to nature than to paint a subject absolutely subsumed by nature through the act of 
drowning?”50 Rhodes assessment of Millais’ portrayal of Ophelia is accurate; Millais 
meticulously weaves a painted jungle of algae, vines, branches, and flowers that surround and 
engulf the figure of Ophelia. Millais stays true to Shakespeare’s prose that says flowers were 
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falling everywhere when Ophelia fell into the brook, and by doing this Millais also creates a 
beautiful and dreamy oasis for her death.  
To paint Ophelia, Millais first ventured outdoors to complete this natural background and 
later returned to his studio to add in Ophelia, model Lizzie Siddal, within this setting.51 He and 
fellow Pre-Raphaelite artist, William Holman Hunt, went to the Hogsmill River in Kingston, a 
tributary of the River Thames, and situated themselves at a point approximately six miles before 
the intersection with the Thames, which was at the time still countryside and not yet part of the 
London metropolis. While many nineteenth-century artists practiced preliminary sketches 
outdoors, Millais remained true to the Pre-Raphaelite interest in detailed realism and painted 
directly from nature.52 He and Holman Hunt stayed in a friend’s cabin while painting, where 
Millais complained tirelessly about the rough conditions painting outdoors, including the July 
heat and swans that sat in his way while he was trying to paint. Despite these complaints, the 
duration spent outdoors was necessary for Millais to capture the meticulous detail of the 
symbolic flowers and the lush green foliage that would surround Siddal as Ophelia, adding to the 
tragic romanticism of the painting and ultimately capturing the beauty of her death. He chose his 
background subject matter carefully: the willows and nettles represent forsaken love and pain; 
poppies, which float in the water, symbolize death; forget-me-nots in the water mean 
remembrance; and pansies suggest love in vain.53 Millais recreation of this natural scene was so 
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precise, that upon its completion a nineteenth-century botany professor who did not have access 
to see particular live plants and flowers took his class to observe the natural setting in Ophelia 
because of its botanical perfection.54 
In addition to his meticulous depiction of plants and flowers, Millais’ representation of 
water is a significant and carefully rendered aspect of Ophelia’s setting that invites analysis. In 
Chapter Three of Water and Dreams, Bachelard specifically discusses Ophelia and the water in 
which she drowns, speaking both about Shakespeare’s text and the various visual representations 
of Ophelia. Bachelard romanticizes the water and Ophelia’s drowning when he says “water is the 
element of young and beautiful death, of flowery death, and in the dramas of both life and 
literature, the element of death with neither pride nor vengeance.”55 He goes on to dramatically 
state that water is the profound organic symbol of woman who can only weep about her pain and 
whose eyes are easily “drowned in tears.”56 While in other chapters Bachelard addresses the 
danger and violence of certain water types, here he only speaks of the romance and beauty of the 
water in which Ophelia drowns. He perpetuates the association between woman and death as 
beautiful, disregarding any notion of violence. 
By taking Bachelard’s discussion of Ophelia one step further, incorporating other 
sections of his text into the analysis, and considering how his assessment applies specifically to 
Millais’ Ophelia, one can gain a truer understanding of the significance Ophelia’s drowning and 
how it fits within the context of Victorian social history. The water in Millais’ Ophelia is at the 
same time tempting and dangerous. Vibrant flowers and the lush green foliage grow abundantly 
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around the water and creep in, creating a fantastical and seductive setting. Bachelard’s 
interpretation that emphasizes the romance in Ophelia’s drowning and suppresses any notions of 
violence is in part understandable because the water itself is very still and crystalline, lacking the 
appearance of turbulent danger that may accompany faster moving rivers or stormy oceans. The 
magical atmosphere Millais has created is not far from the setting at Hogsmill River. If 
comparing Millais’ water to the exact location where Millais painted, which was identified by a 
local Englishwoman as Six Acre Meadow in Old Malden, Surrey, one can see that his delightful 
interpretation is close to reality (Figure 14).57 Warm light reflects off the smooth, slowly moving 
water, and rich green grass and plants grow over the banks.  
Although the water in Millais’ painting is superficially calm, beautiful, and alluring, I 
argue that it is more dangerous beneath the surface than Bachelard suggests. Millais has 
compositionally organized the setting so that there is a continuation between foliage, flowers, 
and water, suggesting the progression from Ophelia picking flowers, to falling into the brook 
where flowers are scattered atop the water’s surface as they release from her grasp, to her 
ultimate watery death. The water and its surroundings seem to have ensnared her and pulled her 
down to her death through disguised danger. Though Bachelard only romanticizes the water as it 
pertains to Ophelia, he recognizes that water can be dangerous and dual natured in other chapters 
of Water and Dreams, such as his chapter dedicated to Edgar Allan Poe’s writings. He discusses 
the “destiny of water” in Poe’s works, explaining that the surface and volume of the water are 
opposed: while the surface is beautiful, tempting, and deceiving, the volume beneath is dark, 
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deep, and dangerous.58 He says: “all water that was originally clear is for Poe water that must 
become clouded, water that will absorb black suffering.”59 Bachelard is not referring to Ophelia’s 
water in this section, but it nevertheless could apply. Ophelia’s water appears beautiful and 
spellbinding on the surface, but the volume beneath is dangerous, fatal, and becomes darker with 
the “absorb[tion]” of female death.60 
Throughout Water and Dreams, Bachelard also identifies various types of water as either 
feminine or masculine. He designates fresh water as feminine, turbulent water as masculine, and 
discusses water generally in terms of feminine characteristics.61 While sections of this 
dissertation engage Bachelard’s notions of gender allocation, the “weeping brook” in which 
Ophelia rests in Millais’ painting seems an exception. Despite Bachelard’s determination that 
fresh-water bodies of water, such as brooks, are feminine, the water in Millais’ painting seems 
masculine rather than feminine. This particular brook entraps Ophelia through its innocence and 
beauty on the surface, but it is actually violent and dangerous below and causes death, suggesting 
masculinity. The brook therefore alludes to man’s desire for imagined control over woman  
 
Watery Entombment and the Tangled Web of Ophelia and Lizzie Siddal 
The rich setting of Millais’ painting with dark water, overhanging flowers, algae, and a 
tree trunk that surrounds Ophelia’s body correlates loosely with the narrative from Hamlet but 
also suggests Ophelia’s entombment. Shakespeare’s text states that Ophelia’s actual burial is in 
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the earth, but Millais’ painted version that lays her to rest in the water is so recognizable and 
iconic that it is this image of Ophelia’s death that is remembered.62 Millais has in a sense altered 
the narrative through his image, visually converting Ophelia’s entombment from an earth burial 
to a watery burial.  
Ophelia rests peacefully in the smooth, dark, and still water that frames her figure like a 
wooden casket. She lies face up with her body outstretched lengthwise in the brook, just as a 
figure would be positioned in a casket. The horizontal orientation of her body on the canvas give 
the viewer a sense that they are approaching her casket, allowing them one last look at the 
deceased’s face as they pay their condolences. The trapped air beneath Ophelia’s silver dress 
slowly escapes, giving the impression that she is gradually sinking and her physical body will 
soon be gone. Her curled fingers suggest that she had been holding a bouquet of picked flowers 
that are now released and are slowly floating away from her hands as she drifts off. The 
distribution of these scattered flowers makes them appear as mourners’ flowers laid atop a 
casket.  
Just as this setting suggests a tomb for the pictorially represented Ophelia, Millais’ 
painting of Ophelia’s death seems to have transcended the canvas and crept into the life of the 
famous sitter, Lizzie Siddal, around whom years of romantic mystery have revolved. The events 
of Siddal’s own existence often mirrored the women she represented, particularly Ophelia, 
adding romance and heartbreaking legend to Siddal’s life and her eventual suicidal. William 
Rossetti, for example, who was a writer and brother of Dante Gabriel and Christina, said that 
Millais’ painting of Siddal as Ophelia is more representative of Siddal than any other painting 
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that exists of her.63 These connections have intrigued viewers over the years and help draw 
continual crowds to the Tate Britain to see Millais’ representation of her as the dying Ophelia, 
pondering Ophelia’s death just as they ponder the death of Siddal. When considering the process 
whereby Millais painted Siddal as Ophelia, the actual life of Siddal, the persisting fame of 
Ophelia, and the legends surrounding Siddal’s life and death, we see that these have all become 
so intermingled that it is difficult to separate them and determine where the truth ends and legend 
begins. While I aim to untangle and distinguish Siddal and Ophelia in this chapter, one can 
understand how closely related and inseparable these two figures have become and how Millais’ 
painting of Ophelia brought about a figurative death of Siddal with the setting serving as her 
symbolic tomb.  
Siddal, who became the quintessential and most famed Pre-Raphaelite model, worked 
with the Brotherhood since their establishment, and her life, her unusual beauty, and her ultimate 
suicide helped define the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. Upon meeting Siddal and selecting her as 
a model, the members of the Brotherhood were instantly mesmerized by her mysterious beauty 
and charm. Walter Deverell, a member of the Brotherhood, describes his first impression: 
You fellows can’t tell what a stupendously beautiful creature I’ve found. By Jove! she’s like a queen, 
magnificently tall, with a lovely figure, a stately neck, and a face of the most delicate and finished 
modeling...she behaves like a real lady by clear common-sense and without any affectation, knowing 
perfectly, too, how to keep people at a respectful distance.64 
 
Like many of their female models, the Pre-Raphaelites obsessively worshipped Siddal. Another 
Pre-Raphaelite model once said to Georgina Burne-Jones, Pre-Raphaelite artist Edward Burne-
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Jones’ wife: “I never saw such men...it was being in a new world to be with them...And I was a 
holy thing to them – I was a holy thing to them.”65 
When Millais finished the natural background of his painting, he returned to his studio in 
London to paint Siddal into the setting as Ophelia. The process that he used brought fame to this 
work, as it is one of the most dramatic and romantic elements of the painting. He dressed Siddal 
in an ornate antique wedding dress with silver threads and situated her lying in a large bath filled 
with water and lit beneath by lamps. Sitting with his easel beside the tub, he worked for months 
painting her in this position. Since Millais had returned to London after finishing the outdoor 
painting in December, he painted Ophelia in the bath during the following months, which are 
London’s coldest. Millais was known to become so absorbed in his work and close himself off 
from the outside world, that he became so entranced by this painting at one point that he did not 
realize lamps beneath the tub had burned out. Millais’ son said, “[he] was so intensely absorbed 
in his work that he thought of nothing else and the poor lady was kept floating in the cold water 
until she was quite benumbed.”66 Siddal never complained as she lay in this cold water, but she 
developed a terrible cold that haunted her already fragile health for the remainder of her life. 
Siddal’s father was so angry about her illness that he threatened to sue the painter for medical 
reasons, but the matter was settled when Millais paid for Siddal’s medical expenses. Hawksley 
says, “no wonder [Siddal] was so much in demand – she placed the Pre-Raphaelites’ work far 
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above her own needs. She was a willing martyr to the cause in which they all believed so 
passionately.”67 Michael Benton and Sally Butcher explain: 
On the one hand, [the Pre-Raphaelites] elevated women to an instantly recognizable type of goddess – 
long-necked with flowing tresses and a soulful expression; on the other, they reduced women to a series of 
roles that were the constructs of the pre-dominantly male painters- virgins, mothers, fallen women, and 
femmes fatales.68  
 
While the Pre-Raphaelites certainly had a fascination with these women who were their models 
and muses, their at times lack of fundamental physical and emotional respect is evident. 
Absorbed in his painting and overlooking Siddal’s discomfort when she posed for Ophelia, 
Millais not only caused her illness, but he set the stage for her consequential emotional, symbolic 
and physical death.  
Viewers of Millais’ Ophelia most likely feel a looming presence of death amidst the lush 
and lively atmosphere when standing in front of the painting and observing on his or her own. 
Though the canvas teems with saturated colour and fresh foliage, Ophelia’s lifeless eyes attract 
one’s attention, and this contrast indicates a transition between life and death. Through Millais’ 
obsessive attention to detail that is in keeping with the Pre-Raphaelite style, he renders her eyes 
in such a naturalistic glassy, dead manner that it is difficult for a viewer to look away due to pure 
fascination with the artist’s skill and naturalistic representation. Even the preparatory sketch of 
Ophelia’s head and face in the Birmingham Museum of Art show her as sickly and completely 
devoid of energy, as if she were actually ill when Millais was drawing her (Figure 15).  
Because Millais’ aim was to capture Ophelia at the point of transition between life and 
death and because he does this was such minute accuracy, it is not surprising that the process by 
which Siddal posed for prolonged periods of time ultimately contributed physically, 
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psychologically, and symbolically to her death. One can understand Siddal as having two tombs: 
her figurative, watery tomb that she shares with the representation of Ophelia in Millais’ 
painting, and the tomb at Highgate Cemebery in London where her physical body was interred 
after she committed suicide in 1862. 
A psychoanalytic perspective presents another way in which Millais’ long, meticulous, 
and almost obsessive process painting Siddal in the bathtub brought about significant changes in 
her life and led to her emotional and physical death. In Over Her Dead Body, Bronfen discusses 
the related short story by Edgar Allan Poe’s entitled “The Oval Portrait” (1850), which is about 
an artist who paints a portrait of his wife. As he is painting, he becomes increasingly infatuated 
with the pictorial representation, which in turn slowly sucks the life from his wife’s physical, 
living body and infuses this life into his represented “wife.”69 By the time he has completed the 
portrait, the woman has died.70  
This notion of death and absence in regards to female representation can be applied to the 
interplay between Millais, Ophelia, and Siddal. Bronfen uses the theory of representation that 
relies on the figurative absence of a person.71 According to this theory, an artist figuratively 
drains the life from a living being and gives life to the inanimate picture when visually 
representing or generating an image of the living being. Therefore, painting a portrait of Siddal 
who is a living being implies her figurative death and transference of life to the painted 
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Ophelia.72 Not only has the painted Ophelia devoured Siddal, the female figure painted by 
Millais is a projection of male fantasy of the beautiful but dead and therefore controlled and 
understood woman onto the canvas. The painted Ophelia is a combination of Siddal’s 
appearance, the Shakespearean Ophelia, and how the theoretical concept of man – specifically 
Millais in this instance – chose to see her, which is beautiful and magical, but also drowned. The 
idealized female representation of Siddal as Ophelia lives on eternally through representation, 
while the real Siddal eventually dies and will be forgotten or altered. Implied is an inadequacy of 
the real women in comparison with the represented woman, and this is true in many cases of 
female representation. Bronfen uses Poe’s “The Oval Portrait” to interpret the theory of death 
and absence, showing that as the artist withdraws his affection – a metaphor for life giving – 
from the living model, he simultaneously transfers this livelihood to the face in the portrait. 
Siddal’s eventual death by suicide and her physical entombment at Highgate Cemetery 
have been greatly romanticized and made legendary. The events preceding her death were 
troubling and seem to predict her suicide. There had been years of turmoil with her long-time 
lover and eventual husband, artist Dante Gabriel Rossetti, grappling with mental illness, and a 
miscarriage in 1861 that left Siddal staring into the empty cradle in her home and warning people 
not to disturb her imaginary baby. After Rossetti went to work one evening, he returned home to 
find Siddal snoring loudly, unable to be roused, and the half-bottle of laudanum that had been 
there before was empty.73 Siddal had also tied a note to her gown that implied suicide, but 
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according to Jan Marsh, the contents of the note change with each account of her death.74 She 
was buried in Highgate Cemetery in a brick-lined vault alongside other Rossetti family members, 
such as Dante’s sister Christina.75 In the coffin with Siddal, Dante included the only copy of a 
book of poems he had written, and seven years after the burial, he decided he wanted to retrieve 
the book. He arranged for an exhumation of her grave, which he intended to keep confidential. 
Charles Augustus Howell, an art dealer and friend to Rossetti who was present during the 
exhumation, reported dramatically to Rossetti that Siddal had not changed since she had died. He 
said: “She remained beautiful even in death. Her hair had grown and had filled the coffin.”76  
Exaggerated accounts of Siddal’s death have persisted even through the twenty-first 
century. Jan Marsh explains that Siddal’s life has fluctuated between being ignored completely 
and being overly romanticized and exaggerated, and that one should question the accuracy of the 
many details about Siddal’s life and death.77 A 2007 article from The Daily Mail about Siddal, 
Millais, and the painting Ophelia, is melodramatically entitled “The Grave-Robbing, Wife-
Swapping, Drug Taking, Suicidal Madness behind this Extraordinary Masterpiece” in referring 
to Millais’ Ophelia.78 Not only is this title extremely over-the-top, it is also inaccurate. No one 
robbed Siddal’s grave; her husband received a permit to have her exhumed. Marsh articulately 
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points out that “[Siddal’s] death is more meaningful than her life, her identity that of a lost love 
object, visible only as a vanished ghost of the pictures, or as a corpse in its coffin.”79  
 
Water’s Preservation and Enhancement of Beauty 
We can affirm from the above dramatization of Siddal’s suicide and burial and from the 
fascination with Ophelia’s drowning that both women epitomize the desire to capture eternal, 
tamed beauty through a woman’s death. However, the nature of a traditional underground burial 
poses a problem because a woman’s beauty is now hidden and entombed. The earth will not 
preserve beauty; it will eventually bring about decomposition, hence, for example, the fabricated 
legends about Siddal’s enduring beauty when she was exhumed. This is where Siddal and 
Ophelia’s figurative and pictured “burial” in the water of Millais’ Ophelia comes into play. 
Bachelard explains that in comparison to the other elements such as fire and earth, water as a 
means of entombment is the most feminine.80 He also says that water as a place of burial is the 
most everlasting: 
Water always flows, always falls, always ends in horizontal death. In innumerable examples, we shall see 
that for the materializing imagination, death associated with water is more dream-like than death associated 
with earth: the pain of water is infinite.81  
 
Through his “materializing imagination,” Millais generates a dreamy, otherworldly, and 
beautiful death for Siddal and Ophelia. Their watery entombment in the painting makes them 
visible and captures their splendor in a way that Siddal’s physical burial at Highgate Cemetery or 
Ophelia’s interment in Shakespeare’s text cannot. The pictured dead body floating gently in a 
brook surrounded by flowers and foliage makes visible and even highlights the female body and 
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lovely face. The purity of the moving water also keeps her fresh and young, like the flowers. 
Furthermore, this figurative entombment in Millais’ painting is on display for viewers one 
hundred years later to see versus Ophelia’s literal grave in Hamlet and Siddal’s earthen burial in 
Highgate Cemetery, which despite legends, has most likely brought about grotesque 
decomposition.  
Though this notion of Millais redefining death through water applies to both Ophelia and 
Siddal in retrospect, Siddal had not yet physically parted when Millais painted Ophelia, so her 
physical death at Highgate Cemetery was not yet determined. I therefore focus on Ophelia’s 
figurative tomb from this point forward because it would have be relevant for viewers at the 
time. If water is a figurative tomb for Ophelia, what is its effect on her body? Does the water of 
the brook purify her, cleansing her of her sins at this moment of death? How might it change her 
and her body, or at least the viewer’s perception of her? Two disclaimers, which are omissions, 
must be addressed in considering water and Ophelia. First, it is impossible and beside the point 
to address all implications of water, as the concept is simply too broad. For example, though I 
acknowledge a religious basis for water, I will not explore this in great detail because I do not 
believe it is of primary importance in the painting. Bachelard points out that the topic of purity 
and water is based in the philosophy of religion, but a more detailed consideration of this issue 
can be found in Roger Caillois’ Man and the Sacred (1959).82 Second, this discussion attempts to 
steer clear of excessive scientific, rational, and factual information about water. What I am most 
interested in and what is significant here are the psychological associations that come to mind 
when looking at water. A viewer contemplating the figure submerged in the brook of Millais’ 
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painting most likely conjures thoughts of nature, quiet, and a fluid peacefulness often associated 
with flowing streams and other fresh-water sources. A typical viewing will most likely not 
conjure probing, overly-analytical questions about water’s decomposition effects on the skin. 
What is significant here is what the mind conjures instantaneously or at least soon after viewing 
the painting without in-depth research, since this is how the majority of viewers most likely 
experience museum paintings. 
Keeping these ideas in mind and after careful consideration, I have come to the 
conclusion that Ophelia’s association and interaction with the water in Millais’ painting is about 
her idealization rather than her purification. In other words, the purpose of this painting is not to 
use Ophelia’s drowning in the water as a purification process, as some may assume, particularly 
in regards to religious cleansing or absolving of sins. Instead, this painting and Ophelia’s eternal 
existence in the watery tomb serves to idealize the figure of this woman and satisfy the male 
gaze. Millais was known for idealization of the female form, also seen in paintings such as The 
Martyr of Solway (c. 1871; Figure 16), as his painted women were often considered “ciphers for 
the projection of the male fantasy.”83 Water makes the female figure more beautiful in this 
painting, enhancing and ultimately solidifying her appearance by presenting her in the best light.  
In considering this hypothesis, my first inclination has been to determine the exact 
properties that emphasize the beauty of Millais’ Ophelia. What is alluring about the way in 
which water interacts with her body? What type of appeal does a body submerged in water 
create? A sexual appeal, an angelic appeal, a saintly appeal, or something else? A careful 
analysis of Millais’ painting and contemplation on the way in which Ophelia’s body exists in the 
water shows that water submersion does not have a direct effect on Ophelia’s appearance such as 
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her skin or her hair. Many images of bodies that are submerged or at least drenched in water 
appeal to a sexual appetite due to the slippery, reflective surface that catches a viewer’s eye. The 
body may be nude and shiny in its wetness, or clothed with clingy wet fabric; both forms of 
wetness attract a lustful gaze because of the gleaming quality and the emphasis on the human 
form. Neither Ophelia’s body nor her clothing have these reactions with the water. The parts of 
her skin that are bare, such as her face, neck, and hands, actually appear dry. Her hair, although 
wet because it is submerged in water, is not a focal point of the painting. The silver threaded 
antique dress looks as if it has been only partially submerged in water, as it slowly becomes 
“heavy with their drink” and pulls Ophelia under.84 The center portion of the skirt around her 
knees appears to be filled with air and engulfed into the brook. 
Although Millais does not use water as a tool to make Ophelia more directly alluring, 
beautiful or sensual, he subtly tweaks reality by picturing Ophelia completely in accordance with 
Shakespeare’s text as a means to preserve and enhance the same beauty Ophelia had as a living 
woman. Queen Gertrude’s monologue emphasizes Ophelia’s transition between life and death 
when recounting the proceedings from her drowning, saying “her clothes spread wide/and, 
mermaid-like, a while they bore her up,” and ends the description saying that her garments 
“pull’d” Ophelia “to muddy death.”85 Rather than appearing soggy and limp, the water makes 
Ophelia weightless and floating, which enhance her fragile femininity and make her more 
beautiful. The delicacy and rich color of the natural setting also create balance throughout the 
painting and intensify her beauty. Because she floats on her back rather than face-downward, the 
viewer can fully take in her face that lacks life but is still arrestingly lovely and fresh. Every 
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element of the painting is thoughtfully placed, such as the fragile pink flower floating beside her 
face that highlights the still rosy color of her cheeks. Even the glassiness of her pale blue eyes 
that indicates death gives her a magical appearance and enhances her beauty. By posing Ophelia 
as a floating figure, Millais can also articulate the gentle placement of each finger on her hands 
that rest softly atop the water like a pillow. Although unrealistic, Millais’ choice to paint 
Ophelia’s dress as if it has only just fallen into the water gives the fabric a puffy, soft, air-filled 
quality, which emphasizes Ophelia’s buoyancy and lightness. One can imagine that this delicacy, 
fragility, and femininity would have been desirable to men. As opposed to a more accurate yet 
tragic representation of a drowning figure with desperately flailing limbs or a sad, limp corpse 
that floats face-down, Millais’ method of painting Ophelia eternally freezes the beauty she had 
when she was living.  
By subtly defying physics, Millais’ endows Ophelia with a dreamlike mystery. 
Ultimately, Millais’ tweaking of reality when painting Ophelia’s drowning shows her to be in a 
strange, otherworldly state where her body is still in perfect condition, but she is only just 
passing from life to death. Bronfen argues: 
Both Ophelia’s life and her death have been arrested. She lies forever suspended along the liquid boundary. 
She has been transformed into an allegory for the duplicity of art’s pathos. Because it sustains death, it is 
immortal.86  
 
This painting captures what appears to be an in-between state that is the best of both worlds for 
viewers, particularly men: Ophelia’s beauty is frozen and immortalized, but her body is dying, 
meaning she is helpless, easy to control, contained, and dominated by man. The reason for the 
appearance of this in-between state is in part because she is at this moment transitioning from life 
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to death, but also because her beauty and the dream-like nature of the setting contrast with her 
dead state. The viewer senses that Ophelia is stuck between two worlds because beauty in death 
feels unnatural and contradictory to the natural order of death, decomposition, and decay.  
In exploring the contradiction in the tendency to group beauty women and death, Bronfen 
refers to a quotation from Edgar Allan Poe’s essay, “The Philosophy of Composition,” where he 
says, “the death of a beautiful dead woman is unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the 
world.”87 Although she questions Poe’s statement, saying that the placement of female beauty 
alongside death goes against the natural order of healthy, beautiful women who are alive to care 
for their families, but that Poe’s notion of beautiful female death is nevertheless a popular motif 
in nineteenth-century artwork. Poe’s explains this theory by saying there in an inter-tangled 
sequence in creating art or literature, where the end means death but the end is also beautiful, as 
we saw in his story, “The Oval Portrait.” Ultimately, the deepest and most profound artwork or 
written narrative is one in which the most intense yet seemingly contradictory concepts are 
placed side-by-side, and for him this is female beauty alongside death. When Bronfen says above 
that Ophelia is an “allegory for the duplicity of art’s pathos,” she references Poe’s theory on the 
adjacent placement of contradictory notions, which here are life and death of a beautiful female, 
which results in an intense, dramatic artistic outcome. This relationship between female beauty, 
death, and representation also connects with Bronfen’s notion that a portrait preserves the person 
represented, who here is the female Ophelia, and keeps them from the decay, age, and death. 
Ophelia is frozen and eternalized at her moment of beauty through this representation, and 
conversely, this representation depends on the absence of the object represented, meaning there 
is no living presence discernible.  
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Victorian Readings of Ophelia 
We have now examined the imagined intention of the theoretical Victorian male in 
regards to the woman and death, but what about the sitter’s thoughts? How does Ophelia’s 
character in the play, specifically her actions and interactions with other characters, inform our 
understanding of her and her place in Victorian society? How did Victorian women and men 
read Ophelia? A large portion Ophelia’s biography in Hamlet is left unexplained, leading readers 
and viewers to draw their own conclusions about her. Much of Victorian society used this 
ambiguity to characterize Ophelia as an innocent, good, and pitiful figure who is surrounded by 
immoral figures, and because of this many use her as a model of virtue and a warning to young 
girls against succumbing to sin. Clarke’s The Girlhood of Shakespeare’s Heroines (1851), for 
example, which was mentioned earlier in the chapter, exemplifies this tendency to use Ophelia as 
a moral warning to girls against becoming fallen women. Within this series of tales that was 
popular amongst Victorian female adolescents, Clarke creates a fictitious childhood for Ophelia 
and surrounds her by young female friends who represent quintessential fallen women, 
ultimately using her as a vehicle to warn girls against immoral behavior.88 Lady Helena Faucit 
Martin, an English actress living in the nineteenth century, also imagines Ophelia’s childhood in 
her book, On Some of Shakespeare’s Characters: Ophelia, Juliet, Portia, Imogen, Desdemona, 
Rosalind, Beatrice (1885).89 Lady Martin creates a positive childhood for Ophelia and uses it as 
inspiration when portraying Ophelia on stage. Other commentary on Ophelia that did not directly 
reference childhood often still emphasized her goodness and innocence. In Shakespeare’s 
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Delineations, Imbecility, and Suicide (1866), for example, Abner Otis Kellogg states that 
throughout the play Ophelia “maintains that artless and childlike simplicity is so essentially 
characteristic of the true woman,” and Sir John Charles Bucknill in The Psychology of 
Shakespeare (1859) uses words such as “sensitive,” “retiring,” and “without one particle of 
selfishness” in describing Ophelia.90 
Many late nineteenth-century visual examples of Ophelia coincide with this innocence 
readers observe, but they also coincide with her passivity in relationship to the male characters in 
the play. Both Waterhouse’s Ophelia, who idly frolics in a meadow, and Hughes’ innocent 
flower collector, are naïve and flighty daydreamers, simple-minded creatures who seem only 
concerned only with their bouquets. This personality motif coincides with Victorian readers’ 
interpretation of Ophelia and with her fluctuating and passive demeanor that surfaces in her 
relationships with the men in Hamlet. On the one hand, Ophelia represents the ideal Victorian 
woman: an innocent, naïve, and virginal angel in the house. Her father, Polonius, and her 
brother, Laertes, believe and support that Ophelia upholds these good qualities, and this ideal is 
what the theoretical Victorian male hoped for in a woman. On the other hand, Ophelia represents 
sexual deviance and the Victorian fallen woman. Hamlet, who is romantically involved with 
Ophelia, emotionally and verbally abuses her, accusing her of dishonesty after she allows her 
father to spy on their conversations.91 In Hamlet’s anger he calls Ophelia a prostitute and labels 
the entire sex of women a “breed of sinners.”92 
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The good versus bad, angel in the house versus fallen woman, identity of Ophelia 
presents a thought-provoking contradiction, particularly since Victorian women were considered 
either good or bad but never both.93 Elizabeth Prettejohn explains that this misogynistic tendency 
toward polarity is common among Pre-Raphaelite artists during the Victorian Era, as women 
were painted as either virtuous or sinful.94 What this ultimately highlights is the lack of control 
Ophelia has over her own existence, correlating with the passivity of ideal Victorian woman. She 
is a pawn in the play, tossed about by the men in her life who dictate her actions. One minute she 
is praised for being the naïve, innocent girl who lost her mother and obeys her father, and the 
next she is chastised by Hamlet who accuses her of dishonesty. After her death, Laertes and 
Hamlet even fight literally over her body during her burial and argue over whose love for her is 
stronger. Ophelia is not in control of her own body; it is controlled by the men around her. 
Rhodes posits that Ophelia is identified by her body and not her words.95 She is the prototypical 
example of the Victorian woman who exists only in relationship to men. She is caught between 
loyalty to her father, her brother, and her beloved, and this struggle both highlights her desire to 
please, just as an ideal Victorian woman should, and her lack of existence on her own.  
In addition to the polarity of Ophelia’s goodness and badness, her identity and her actions 
are surrounded by an ambiguity that is apparent in the scene of her drowning and throughout the 
entire play. Rhodes notes that Victorian society – meaning the artists who painted Ophelia, those 
who commissioned the works, the viewers, and readers in general – used this ambiguity to their 
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advantage, ascribing whichever meanings onto her that they found most beneficial.96 She says: 
“Ophelia becomes a blank page on which patriarchy can inscribe and project its desires.”97 This 
ability to use Ophelia as a vehicle to transport a particular message relevant to Victorian society 
may be why she was such a popular subject in nineteenth-century Britain. This allowed society 
to both reconfirm notions about the ideal Victorian woman and separate spheres, and at times to 
question the validity and effectiveness of these standards. Just as Ophelia is a pawn of the male 
characters in Hamlet, she has become the pawn of readers as well.  
A number of scholars from the nineteenth century and the present day suggest that 
Ophelia is happiest in this state of death. Kellogg says that when Ophelia dies, “indeed we feel a 
kind of relief, when death interposes to take her away from the sorrows and perplexities of her 
short and melancholy career.”98 In a short essay on Millais’ Ophelia for the Tate Britain 
publication, Tate Etc., Lucinda Hawksley argues that Ophelia’s facial expression in Millais’ 
painting actually denotes ecstasy. She uses this as evidence to argue that Ophelia was never 
happy when she was alive, and the only happiness and “freedom” she can find is in death. She 
says: 
Ophelia’s death throes can be read as a moment of ecstasy. An ecstasy experienced by a woman usually 
trammelled by the conventions of her society, or of her imagination, who has come to regard her existence 
as mere drudgery, and who has finally found freedom.99  
 
While Kellog and Hawksley’s suggestion that Ophelia prefers death to life may hold some merit, 
this seems to be an oversimplification and a submission to the plight of the Victorian woman. 
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Ophelia does seem to be in ecstasy – palms up as if surrendering, eyes closed, lips parted, almost 
like the face of Bernini’s St. Teresa – but her ecstasy is not genuine. If the viewer understands 
Millais’ Ophelia as representative of the real Victorian woman and Siddal, then this notion 
suggests that many Victorian women are happier in death than in life. Happiness via death for 
women is often imposed on them visually as an easy answer for their deaths, because some 
considered these women problematic and sinful, and therefore death seemed to be the only 
solution. The finality of their life and the eternality of their beauty make this desirable by men. 
This is the answer Victorian society prescribed to many situations where females did not 
conform to the expected standards. Men, not women, chose this fate for women, and some 
scholars argue this point. Furthermore, arguing that women found happiness in death was an 
excuse for this repeated imagery. Here, it suggests the worthlessness of Ophelia’s life and that 
she is giving up on her role as woman, surrendering to death.  
Perhaps the reason Millais’ Ophelia lives on as such an incredibly well-known image that 
is continually scrutinized by scholars is because of the mysterious ambiguity that surrounds the 
painting. Furthering Rhodes’ assertion that Ophelia is identified by her body rather than her 
words, I argue that Ophelia’s body in Millais’ painting has become a vacant space that leaves her 
open to interpretation. Nineteenth-century society could pick and choose how they wanted to 
utilize this corporeal space that was her body, incising meanings to support their motives. 
Because of ambiguity regarding Ophelia in Shakespeare’s original text and the interpretations 
ascribed to the character in the nineteenth century, contemporary scholars are eager to shed new 
light on this figure who seems to have been influenced by those surrounding her throughout her 
life. Ophelia is at the same time a vacant body and a figure rich with meaning, because over the 
years people have endowed her with various meanings. Even water in the painting is vague and 
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deceiving: tranquil and inviting on the surface yet violent and deadly below as it brings Ophelia 
to her death. 
 
SOCIAL REALISM 
But the river had an awful look, the buildings on the banks were muffled in black shrouds, and the reflected 
lights seemed to originate deep in the water, as if the spectres of suicides were holding them to show where 
they went down. The wild moon and clouds were as restless as an evil conscience in a tumbled bed, and the 
very shadow of the immensity of London seemed to lie oppressively upon the river. 
 
– Charles Dickens, “Night Walks,” The Uncommercial Traveller 
The ambiguity discussed above is a major factor that separates Millais’ Ophelia from the 
women, water, and death images that fall into the category of nineteenth-century social realism. 
These honest and gritty social realist works are straightforward in their aim to shed light on the 
victimization of the Victorian woman. British social realism is related to nineteenth-century 
European Realism that highlighted the plight of the poor and was made famous by French artists 
such as Honoré Daumier, Gustave Courbet, and Jean-François Millet. However, social realist 
images discussed in this chapter date specifically to the 1840s and 1850s in Britain and were part 
of an artistic and literary response to the poverty, famine, and homelessness that characterized 
the mid-century and was a result of the British Industrial Revolution.100 Though this type of 
commentary on societal problems was more common in literature, such as Charles Dickens’ 
work, than in imagery, the social realist images discussed in this chapter are significant 
components of this effort.  
Pre-Raphaelite artists such as Millais often represented scenes of “individuals set at odds 
against social norms,” as we see in Ophelia, but in a historical setting that contemporary viewers 
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were able to relate to their own circumstances.101 In contrast, social realist imagery looked 
directly to real individuals within their society who did not fit in with social norms, and this was 
another way to connect with viewers. Both Pre-Raphaelite and social realist imagery are relevant 
in Victorian society, but in different ways. The purpose and function of Millais’ Ophelia is 
difficult to decipher, but through careful analysis we have seen how Millais exhalts and idealizes 
the beauty of female death. Social realist imagery appeals to a more avant-garde and socially 
conscious group as a direct warning about social injustices within the British industrialized 
society.  
 
Bridge of Sighs 
In the nineteenth century, London’s Waterloo Bridge that crossed the Thames became a 
symbol of loss and suicide in Victorian England. Although reconstructed as it stands today, the 
original bridge was designed by John Rennie and opened in 1817 in honor of the British victory 
in the Battle of Waterloo and survived until the 1920s when it was reconstructed. Many 
observers noted the simple but stately appearance of the original structure, in part because of its 
nine semi-elliptical arches that served as support and because it was known to have the best 
views of London.102 Due to frequent suicides, particularly female suicides, Waterloo Bridge, with 
it’s 54-foot (16.5 meter) drop from the top of the bridge to the water below, quickly became 
associated with death, tragedy, and loss, and adopted the name, “Bridge of Sighs,” and was 
known as “the lowest of all profound deeps of human abandonment in [London].”103 
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Waterloo Bridge became so associated with female suicide through actual occurrences as 
well as imagery and literature representing these drownings, that it became the object of social 
satire, as seen here in George Cruikshank’s “Plate VIII: The Maniac Brother and the Convict 
Brother are Gone – The Poor Girl, Homeless, Deserted, Destitute, and Gin-Mad, Commits Self-
Murder” from his print series, The Drunkard’s Children (1848; Figure 17). This plate is the last 
in a narrative series where Cruikshank demonstrates the destruction of alcohol. In the narrative, a 
family is torn apart and each member dies or is incarcerated one-by-one, until this final heart-
rending scene where the daughter jumps from Waterloo Bridge and takes her life. In an effort to 
emphasize the girl’s vulnerability and imminent death, Cruikshank dramatically represents her 
mid-fall, showing her distressed facial expression and arched back, her windswept skirts and 
cast-off bonnet trailing behind to emphasize the rapid movement of her fall, and distraught 
onlookers at right shocked by the tragedy they are witnessing. The girl’s distressed state 
contrasts with the quiet stillness of the water, boats, and moon in the background, and the 
looming Waterloo Bridge behind her appears powerful, imposing, monstrous, and capable of 
engulfing her body. 
Charles Mackay provides insight into the nineteenth-century understanding of Waterloo 
Bridge as a site of tragedy in The Thames and its Tributaries; or Rambles Along the River 
(1840), calling it a very “lonely” bridge.104 The original Waterloo Bridge garnered many names 
during its day that pointed to it as a place where people went to die, including “Lover’s Leap” 
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and the “Arch of Suicide,” but the name with which we most are familiar today, “Bridge of 
Sighs,” is its most common designation.105 Mackay wrote: 
The people of London continually hear of unhappy men and women who throw themselves from its arches, 
and as often as finding bodies in the water, which may have lain there for weeks, no one knowing how or 
when they came there,- no one being able to distinguish their lineaments.106  
 
Despite the loneliness associated with the Waterloo Bridge, Mackay points out the location of 
the Bridge on the Thames as a lovely setting, with beautiful views and placement right at a curve 
in the river so that water flows in a delightful crescent shape.107 While the river bends and 
changes throughout its entire course, the particular curvature at the Waterloo Bridge and the 
movement of the water created by this river topography are especially arresting for a viewer 
standing atop the Bridge. Just as the placement at this bend bolsters an already impressive view 
of the River Thames and of the City, a nineteenth-century viewer was most likely reminded of 
the many people who jumped to their deaths from that very spot. Therefore, the complexity of 
the river at this point – beautiful in its flowing movement but deadly as a site for suicides – in a 
similar way mirrors the juxtaposition we saw in Millais’ Ophelia and reminds us of Poe’s 
thoughts in “The Philosophy of Composition,” where he says that the most surprising of 
juxtapositions, female beauty and death, results in the most profound work of art. At the 
infamous Waterloo Bridge, we again find this strange but captivating union between beauty, 
death, and women. 
In 1844, Thomas Hood wrote a poem entitled “Bridge of Sighs” in response to the many 
female drownings that took place at Waterloo Bridge. The poem even further reinforced the 
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Bridge’s mysteriously romantic character as a place of watery death, with lines such as “death 
has left of her only the beautiful,” and:  
The bleak wind of March 
Made her tremble and shiver; 
But not the dark arch, 
Or the black flowing river: 
Mad from life’s mystery, 
Glad to be death’s mystery 
Swift to be hurled – 
Any where, any where 
Out of the World!108 
 
 “Bridge of Sighs” was widely disbursed and many artists either illustrated the various 
publications of the poem or were inspired by Hood’s words. Millais, who was branching out 
from his Pre-Raphaelite background, was asked to illustrate the poem when it was published 
again in 1848 for Thomas Hood’s Passages from the Poems of Thomas Hood (1848).109 His 
etching, characteristic of the social realist style, is also titled Bridge of Sighs (1858; Figure 18) 
and adheres to the poem in many visual respects.  
In the print, a pretty young woman stands on the bank of the River Thames looking out 
towards the water. Represented in full-figure profile, one can make out her delicate, feminine 
features, particularly her large eyes and her slight, upturned nose, which emphasize her youth 
and female frailty. She is dressed in a dark dress with a heavy cloak and hood, completely 
covering her figure with the exception of her delicate-featured face and small hand peeking out, 
holding the cloak closed at her neck. Although Hood’s poem does not indicate a child, the 
woman’s consuming attire may conceal an illegitimate baby, which coincides with many social 
realist images featuring fallen women and children born out of wedlock as a product of adultery. 
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Standing on the bank of the Thames, this young woman in Millais’ print looks desperately out at 
the water, seeming to ponder and anticipate her imminent suicide by drowning.  
This fallen woman’s surroundings also coincide with the Hood’s poem and foretell her 
future demise. The ground on which she stands slopes downward as it approaches the water, 
suggesting that the woman’s only direction is forward towards her looming death. Other features 
of the print correspond with Hood’s poem, including Saint Paul’s Cathedral in the background as 
well as Waterloo Bridge in the middleground, suggesting in itself death by drowning because of 
its reputation and frequent representation in this manner.110 Pairs of lamposts, mentioned in the 
Poem, line the bridge and cast light below and onto the water, playfully reflecting on the surface 
of the river and reminding the viewer that what lies beneath the water is unknown and 
mysterious.  
One may ask: how could Millais’ oeuvre simultaneously seem to support mysogynistic 
tendencies of the male-dominated Victorian society, as we see in Ophelia, while also shedding 
light on social injustices for women? When considering representation of women as a whole, one 
can see that despite his dabbling in social realism, his work was often a “cipher[] for the 
projection of the male fantasy.”111 Nevertheless, Millais’ Bridge of Sighs is a social realist image 
and its widespread distribution as a print and its high visibility still shed light on social injustices 
for Victorian women of the late nineteenth century regardless of his intentions. Although Millais’ 
morally righteous print that highlights the plight of the Victorian woman may not be typical of 
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the artist’s works or intentions, its wide-spread distribution shows that Millais inadvertently 
supported the social realist cause. 
 
Falling from Domesticity 
Augustus Leopold Egg’s triptych entitled Past and Present (Figure 19) was also 
completed in 1858 and was inspired by Thomas Hood’s poem, “Bridge of Sighs.”112 It represents 
the progression from a woman’s adulterous behavior that caused her to be banished from the 
domestic sphere, to suggested her suicide by water. There is some debate as to the order of the 
canvases and whether the drawing room scene or the chamber scene comes first, but there is no 
question that the bridge scene is intended to be last.113 Although the Tate Britain currently orders 
them drawing room scene, chamber scene, bridge scene, I order them chamber scene, drawing 
room scene, bridge scene, in keeping with their order at the Royal Academy exhibition in 1858, 
with a discussion of the central drawing room scene first. 
Significant regarding Egg’s choice of narrative triptych is the correlation with the 
medieval layout of the altarpiece triptych. T. J. Edelstein points out in “Augustus Egg’s Triptych: 
A Narrative of Victorian Adultery” from the Burlington Magazine, that Egg uses the triptych as a 
method to place emphasis and primary consideration on the central scene (the drawing room 
scene), just as medieval artists would place the image of primary importance in the center on a 
devotional triptych.114 The viewer can read Egg’s series not as a strict sequential narrative, but as 
                                                
112 Rosenfeld and Smith, Millais, 120. 
 
113 Frances Fowle, “Augustus Leopold Egg, Past and Present,” Tate Britain, Dec. 2000, 
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/egg-past-and-present-no-3-n03280/text-summary. 
 
114 T. J. Edelstein, “Augustus Egg’s Triptych: A Narrative of Victorian Adultery,” Burlington Magazine 
125, no. 983 (Apr., 1983): 205. 
 
 58 
a broken narrative that places hierarchical importance on the central image, with the exterior 
scenes flanking and buttressing this central scene and existing secondarily.  
When read in this manner, the central image of the discovery of the woman’s adulterous 
behavior – the drawing room scene – can therefore be understood as most significant and as the 
cause of the family’s downfall. The result of her actions in the central image are represented by 
the two flanking canvases showing her disgrace and by the accompanying inscription in the 
original Royal Academy exhibition catalogue of 1858 that refer directly to her fallen state in the 
last sentence: “August the 4th. Have just heard that B- has been dead more than a fortnight, so his 
poor children have now lost both their parents. I hear she was seen on Friday last near the Strand, 
evidently without a place to lay her head. What a fall hers has been?”115 
In the drawing room scene, Egg’s use of iconography that presents a narrative and relays 
his message is so rich that it verges on excessive (Figure 20). In the painting, a husband has just 
discovered that his wife has committed adultery, and he holds in his hand a letter indicating his 
wife’s infidelity. The man stares blankly out of the canvas with a furrowed brow but his eyes do 
not meet the viewers’; he appears completely absorbed in his own thoughts and in shock. The 
unfaithful woman lies dramatically at her husband’s feet, whether by choice or by force it is 
unclear. Although physical violence is not necessarily likely to have taken place, her vulnerable 
position on the floor suggests violence. Her arms are outstretched above her hidden head and her 
hands are clasped together with bracelets on each wrist, giving the impression that she is bound 
by handcuffs. On the table rests half an apple stabbed by a knife, and the other half lies on the 
floor alongside the fallen woman, indicating the husband’s pierced heart, suggesting violence 
and anger, and it symbolizing Eve’s fall.  
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The little girl at left sits in shock as well, her head turned alertly toward her mother and 
the viewer with an open mouth and wide eyes, while her younger sister seems oblivious to the 
situation, most likely too young to understand. A playhouse made of cards has collapsed next to 
the girls, signifying the crumbling of the domestic sphere and of the mother’s security, and the 
open door in the background foreshadows the woman’s departure from the comforts of the home. 
The large painting hanging to the right of the mirror is Clarkson Stanfield’s shipwreck scene 
entitled The Abandoned (Figure 21), either the original oil painting of 1856 or a later print of the 
same image. Although Victorian narrative paintings often implemented iconic textual and visual 
wall hangings such as posters or paintings to advance their narratives, ship scenes such as 
Stanfield’s The Abandoned are less typical. George P. Landow’s description of the painting in 
Images of Crisis: A Typology of Shipwrecks and Imperilled Mariners (1982), where he says that 
the ship is “close[] to final disaster” and “has become completely dismasted and [is] nothing 
more than a drifting hulk,” aptly speaks to the doomed nature of the boat in The Abandoned and 
relates to a pivotal point in the painted couple’s marriage, which from this point forward is 
broken and sinking.116 
This canvas does not have the same unnerving tone that we will see in the two flanking 
scenes, but color and light do play a role in this scene. Egg employs richly saturated colours in 
this canvas, such as the strong green for the rug, bright red for the flower petals, and a rusty 
burgundy for the tablecloth. In spite of these rich colours, there is a looming darkness in the 
upper third of the painting, suggesting change and disturbance for everyone involved.  
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Moving to the chamber scene at left, time has passed and we see the older sibling is now 
a young woman, sitting at a window with her younger sister’s head resting in her lap (Figure 22). 
The inscription mentioned previously from the Royal Academy exhibition catalogue indicates 
the father is dead and the mother was cast outside the home and now wanders the streets, leaving 
the children orphaned. This room’s simple and drab interior pales in comparison to the vibrant 
drawing room scene, indicating a downgrade in the girls’ surroundings and implying their 
orphaned state. The seated older daughter gazes out the window towards the moon, innocent of 
offense yet hurt by her mother’s adulterous behavior.  
Egg does not go to great pains to show the older girl as beautiful or as an individual; in 
fact, her plain face could be any woman fallen from grace. The lack of individuality makes the 
situation relevant to a multitude of viewers and shows the facelessness of these women who fall 
from grace. Despite this anonymity, the relationship between the older daughter in this canvas 
and the mother in the final canvas is uncanny. The two similar figures mirror one as they both sit 
and look up longingly towards the moon – one forward and one back – creating symmetry in the 
triptych. Their likeness is so strong that it is easy to mistake the grown girl in the chamber scene 
for the mother. The connection between mother and daughter suggests an endless cycle in the 
plight of the Victorian woman as well as an arbitrariness of this unjust social system.  
What is just as telling about this painting as the subject matter is the mood created by 
sickly brown wash over the entire canvas that connects this image with the bridge scene. This 
shade gives an eerie, disturbing, and overwhelming Dickensian feel to the triptych as a whole, 
which is fitting considering Dickens and Egg were great friends and Egg was part of what is 
known as the “Dickens Circle.”117 This moodiness functions here to separate life on the inside, or 
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domesticity, from life on the outside, or the streets. It also gives the viewer a sense of the gritty, 
dirty overtones that characterize the aftermath of adultery, as well as the underlying tones of 
disturbance, anger and possible abuse that may have taken place inside and outside the domestic 
walls.  
The third and final canvas shows the intersection of the four elements of this chapter: 
women, water, death and victimization (Figure 23). We seem to be witnessing the final moments 
before the mother’s death. She has been cast outside the home and is in the final stages of her life 
where she has plummeted from an angel in the home to fallen woman. Looking up at the same 
moon as her daughter, she appears desperate, with a gaze intently fixated over the water and up 
at the moon as if begging for relief from her sullen situation. She appears to have given up, 
destined to give herself to the water and end her life as a fallen woman. 
On the left side of the canvas, the woman is heaped beneath the Adelphi Arches of 
Waterloo Bridge on the River Thames. The tiny feet and legs sticking out beneath her arm are 
those of a small child, the product of her adultery. Announcements on the wall behind her head 
point to her sullen situation, such as the posters for plays entitled Victims and A Cure for Love, as 
well as an advertisement for “Pleasure Excursions to Paris.”118 Balancing the image on the right 
side of the canvas is a pile of boulders and other dumped materials, such as an overturned basket. 
This image presents a connection between the dirty River Thames and the rubbish left 
beneath Waterloo Bridge that would have been apparent to a nineteenth-century viewer. The 
pollution and foulness of the Thames culminated with the Great Stink of 1858, the exact year 
Egg exhibited this triptych at the Royal Academy. London was accustomed to dumping their 
waste into the river, suggesting that objects beneath the Adelphi Arches in this image, including 
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the woman and her child, were thrown out by society as detritus to be swept up by the river to 
add to its growing contamination. While the connection between dirty water, waste, and the 
fallen woman also appears in other social realist images considered in this chapter, it is 
particularly poignant in this chapter.  
The way in which Egg appropriates Waterloo’s Adelphi Arches in this canvas is also 
intriguing, and this littoral architectural structure plays a significant role in the woman’s 
downfall. As she and her illegitimate child huddle beneath the bridge, cast outside the safe 
domesticity of the home, the bridge is a temporary shelter and protector for them. However, this 
security is fleeting because the arch’s proximity and connection to the water makes it an easy 
place for suicidal contemplation and only leads to their ultimate fate of drowning. The bridge is a 
temptress, providing a seemingly easy shelter before the woman’s doom, but ultimately leading 
her to the water.  
This false sense of security is also present in other Victorian images representing women, 
water, and death, such as George Frederic Watts’ Under a Dry Arch (c. 1848-50; Figure 24), 
where an impoverished old woman huddles beneath an archway, similar to the Egg’s Adelphi 
Arches in Past and Present. Even the title, Under a Dry Arch, seems to beckon the woman with 
its promises of comfort, but the title and image ultimately draw a distinction between between 
the safe, dry, warmth of a domestic interior versus harsh reality of a wet, unpredictable, and 
dangerous exterior for the fallen woman. Egg’s bridge scene in Past and Present also relates to 
other deceptive water settings examined thus far in the chapter, such as the tempting but 
dangerous brook in Millais’ Ophelia as well as the beautiful view one takes in from the Waterloo 
Bridge that is the unfortunate site for many suicides. Once again we see here a watery setting that 
is superficially appealing yet dangerous in its depths. 
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Egg’s choice to paint three consecutive canvases to make a triptych is significant, as it 
creates instantaneousness from one scene to another. Although the viewer understands that the 
fallen woman took more steps than we see here between having an affair and being on the brink 
of death at the edge of the Thames, we understand how quickly and definitely these changes took 
place. Victorian women were defined by difference: if they were not well-behaved angels in the 
house, they were outcast fallen women. The multiple-canvased nature of Egg’s triptych solidifies 
the division between the good woman and the bad woman discussed by Prettejohn. 
The triptych and the organization of the canvases also emphasize the body positioning of 
the figures represented. In the chamber scene the woman is looking back, and in the bridge scene 
she’s looking forward. By looking back and up towards the moon, her expression reveals her 
troubled conscience as she wonders if she has made the right decision by being with another 
man. Was the experience worth being cast out of the domestic sphere? Which is the lesser of two 
evils: living as a domesticated angel in the home or spending the remainder of your life as a 
doomed fallen woman? The questions are for the viewer to consider. When the woman is sitting 
beneath the bridge and again up toward the moon, the viewer sees her face as if she is looking 
forward. Her expression is less contemplative than the first canvas; here she appears desperate, 
with a gaze intently fixated over the water and up at the moon as begging for an answer. She also 
looks to be at the point of giving up, destined to give herself to the water and end her life as a 
fallen woman. 
When considering this Egg’s Past and Present in its entirety, a complicated triptych 
loaded with iconography yet lacking a complete narrative, viewers must decide if they feel 
sympathy or anger for the fallen woman. William Holman Hunt (1827-1910), to whom the 
slightly older Egg (1816-1863) was a patron and mentor, expresses in his series of essays on Egg 
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entitled “Notes on the Life of Augustus L. Egg” (1864) that Past and Present focuses on a moral 
lesson and a warning to women not to behave sinfully.119 Although Egg’s work attracted interest 
when exhibited at the Royal Academy, it was not well-received by critics, and Hunt believes that 
Egg intentionally sacrificed popularity in order to present a moral message. Hunt refers to the 
adulterous woman as a “sinner” and implies that this triptych shows the punishment for her 
sins.120 
Considering the friendship between Hunt and Egg, perhaps Hunt’s analysis of Past and 
Present as a moral warning to adulterously inclined women is fairly accurate; however, close 
analysis of the canvases suggest that their message may be open to further interpretation. Hunt 
also says in his essays that Egg’s Past and Present leaves ambiguous gaps and unanswered 
questions for viewers, which is apparent in the possible confusion between mother and daughter 
in the chamber scene and because we do not know the fate of the mother or her illegitimate child 
in the bridge scene. In addition to a moral message, this group of images expresses and elicits 
sympathy for all involved – the mother, all of the children, and the husband – as well as a 
critique of the Victorian social system under which this takes place. Why should two children be 
punished for and forever associated with their mother’s sins? Why should an illegitimate infant 
be subject to poverty and possible death because of the improper relations under which he or she 
was conceived? Why does a man who commits the same crime of adultery receive only a slap on 
the wrist whereas a woman is typically cast out of the home as an outcast of society? In addition 
to the moral warning to women Egg presents in Past and Present, his interpretation of the 
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proceedings also invite sympathy to all characters involved and question the legitimacy of the 
social structure and its values.  
 
Drowned Fate 
George Frederick Watts’ painting, Found Drowned (c. 1848-50; Figure 25), is a fitting 
close to Chapter One. Like many social realist images considered in the chapter thus far, it is a 
pictorial representation of Hood’s Bridge of Sighs, and the subject matter of Watts’ painting 
specifically represents the final lines of the poem:  
Owning her weakness, 
Her evil behavior, 
And leaving, with meekness, 
Her sins to her Savior!121 
 
Furthermore, Found Drowned is perhaps the most compelling and tragically impactful image 
considered in the chapter, representing a woman who has already drowned, whereas the previous 
images depict women contemplating, planning, and lamenting their watery suicides. This 
painting could be the sad ending to Egg’s Past and Present cycle.  
After consideration of Watts’ image and the role it played late nineteenth-century 
England, one can see that his intentions were quite different than those of Millais. While Millais 
reconfirmed misogynistic ideas of beauty through death in his pictures, Watts was a social 
activist and painted similar subject matter for the very different purpose of bringing about 
awareness and change to the plight of the Victorian woman. 
Found Drowned is one of only four social realist pictures Watts painted during his long 
career. He had recently returned to London from Italy, where he fell into a slump that included 
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trouble selling his paintings, illness, and feelings of depression when witnessing the poor social 
situations of people in England and Ireland.122 Influenced by his poor state and surroundings, he 
painted his four social realist canvases, including Found Drowned. Found Drowned represents 
the empty shell of a woman who has drowned in the River Thames and has washed ashore 
beneath the same Waterloo Bridge we have seen in previous social realist images. She lays 
outstretched with her face and chest up, legs still partially submerged in the water, arms extended 
to either side, with matted wet hair, and still wearing what appears to be a dress that is soaked 
and heavy with water. The sickly pallor of her skin and the lack of rosiness in her lips indicate 
her lifelessness. A delicate gold locket loosely dangles from her left fingers, suggesting that her 
death is connected to a loved one that was most likely a forbidden romance.  
As in the other social realist images considered in this chapter, the specific setting 
indicated by recognizable landmarks in this painting is iconographically noteworthy. The woman 
lies partially washed ashore on the banks of the Thames directly beneath Waterloo Bridge’s 
Adelphi Arches, and the background contains a hazy view of London’s industrialized South 
Bank, including the newly constructed Hungerford Suspension Bridge and Shot Tower, a 
location for producing ammunition for firearms.123 This background suggests that 
industrialization is to blame for unnecessary deaths and social problems, particularly regarding 
women, whom men thought were endangered from the Industrial Revolution. However, above 
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these industrial buildings hovers a single bright star, or possibly Venus, suggesting both love and 
redemption for sins but also the hope and ultimate triumph of nature despite looming social 
troubles.124 
The lack of additional narrative evidence and the fairly ambiguous title leaves the viewer 
wondering if this woman’s death was an intentional suicide, an accidental drowning, or a 
murder. However, Watts painted another smaller version of the same scene for a private 
collector, and the title and subtitle, The Bridge of Sighs – ‘Take her up tenderly, lift her with 
care,’ are taken directly from Hood’s poem, Bridge of Sighs, providing a frame of reference and 
further narrative details for the viewer. We may therefore understand a direct correlation between 
Watts’ two paintings and the story of a woman who tragically drowned herself in the Thames 
because of her sins. More specifically, the selection of lines, “take her up tenderly, lift her with 
care,” indicate that the person who finds her should handle her body carefully and tenderly, 
which contradicts the soggy, abandoned appearance in this image. Furthering this statement, 
none of the bodies of fallen, drowning women examined in this chapter have been handled 
tenderly or with care. That Hood’s poem requests benevolent treatment of these bodies discarded 
by society almost creates a mockery.  
What were Watts’ intentions in painting this picture, and what was its function? Watts’ 
career is most famous for moody paintings with idealized figures that contain traces of 
Symbolism and address monumental, universal themes. Exemplary of this style is Hope (1886; 
Figure 26), where a woman sits blindfolded atop a globe and clutches a lyre. Despite the 
painting’s title, the woman at first appears lacking in hope, sitting in a collapsed position, blinded 
by the fabric covering her eyes, slumped against the instrument for support, and plucking its only 
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remaining string. However, contemporary critics note that the message is twofold: the woman 
sits against all odds, but she nevertheless has hope, “hope in despair.”125  
Although this allegorical representation of hope is more all-encompassing and 
translatable worldwide than the fairly specific, journalistic social realist images, both images and 
the majority of work in Watts’ oeuvre represent the artist’s concern for society’s well-being. The 
inclination to create an allegory of hope implies that there is some challenge, trouble, or despair 
which one needs to overcome, and perhaps the death of Watts’ adopted daughter’s child and his 
general concern for the social ills of London pushed him to paint Hope. In his decision to paint 
such socially-conscious and monumental themes, he resisted conforming to the classical trends 
accepted by society and the Royal Academy. Watts was a visionary whose work was ahead of its 
time, so much so that it was not always in keeping with these popular styles of late-nineteenth 
century England.126 Richard Jefferies explains that Watts “drew attention to subjects that the 
polite world did not discuss,” including poverty, prostitution, gambling, and the killing of 
animals.127 The patronage of his work also reflected his transcendent, if slightly unfashionable, 
vision. At first, his patrons were primarily wealthy, older, intellectually-inclined single women 
and pastors who used Watts’ images as teaching tools, but the average Englishman grew 
appreciation for his style and began to purchase his paintings.128 On the whole, Watts’ intentions 
were grander than the social trends prevailing in the nineteenth-century. He sacrificed comforts 
and luxuries such as consistent patronage in order to address worldly themes that transcended 
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time and place. He also wanted to understand how these themes played out specifically in 
London life, as in his Found Drowned.  
Looking back to Millais’ Ophelia and placing it alongside Watt’s Found Drowned 
provides an enlightening comparison. At first glance, the images appear similar in their subject 
matter of drowned women lying in or near the water. The composition is also similar, with the 
bodies arranged face up, dresses surrounding them, and hands out to their sides.  
Despite these similarities, further analysis shows that artistic motivation and intended 
gaze greatly contrast. Both women have drown and have therefore been recently submerged in 
water; however, while Millais has created a garden-like environment with a welcoming brook to 
enhance Ophelia’s beauty through a glistening effect of water on the silver, beaded dress and a 
lightness of the air filled fabric, Watts uses the water to emphasize the oppression of the 
anonymous drowned woman, making her dress appear soaked, heavy, dulled by the water, and 
literally dragging her down in its weight. Ophelia’s face, while clearly post-mortem as seen in 
her glassy eyes and paleness, nevertheless emits a tragic beauty with partially parted red lips, 
slightly rosy cheeks, and overwhelming femininity that would have appealed to a male viewer. 
He brilliantly captures Ophelia at the exact moment of drowning where her beauty has been 
eternally frozen by death, alluring to the theoretical concept of male desire. Watts’s image gives 
no indication that he aimed to capture beauty in death through this watery death; contrarily, he 
uses the woman’s face as a space to emphasize tragedy of a drowned woman. Her face is 
monochromatic and devoid of multiple colours that would indicate life. The figure has even 
taken on an anonymous, almost sexless appearance, as if the water has washed away her gender 
and identity. While Millais’ Ophelia is ambiguous and leaves room for interpretation as a body 
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on which viewers can assert their own meanings, Watts’ image seems to directly scold society 
for these tragedies while Millais’ image in part perpetuates the tradition of the male gaze.    
In light of these major differences related to meaning and message, what does connect 
these two paintings that were created within a year of one another, both by British artists, and 
with similar subjects? The theme of surface versus depth unites these two images, as well as the 
many other images representing women, water, and death examined in this chapter. Exploration 
of water settings in this chapter shows that the watery surfaces are tempting, alluring, beautiful, 
and often pose as safe havens, yet they are only gateways to turbulent and dangerous depths 
beneath. In Millais’ Ophelia, the setting is a lovely and tranquil brook, enhanced by the succulent 
jungle of foliage and flowers that creates an inviting canopy surrounding the water, but this is 
only a facade, because Ophelia drowns in this seemingly innocent brook. The solid Adelphi 
Arches and the quiet River Thames in Egg’s Past and Present provide initial comfort and shelter 
sought by this fallen woman cast outside home, yet these arches are merely a gateway to the 
troubled waters of the River. 
The watery setting in Watts’ Found Drowned does not reveal the surface deception seen 
in the previous examples, only the aftermath of the ruinous depths. This woman has experienced 
the depths of the water and they have engulfed and devoured her. Watts’ painting is unique 
because the infamous Adelphi Arches frame the image and curve over the woman’s body, but 
unlike other images, these arches no longer pretend to protect her. They seem to represent the 
City of London and the social system that creates and condemns fallen women, and ultimately 
swallows them in watery depths. 
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Chapter Two 
 
Sirens and Other Mythological Water Enchantresses 
 
A simple internet search on images of sirens, nymphs, naiads, and oceanides will quickly 
lead you to the large, watery masterpieces of Herbert Draper, John William Waterhouse, Edward 
Armitage, and Henrietta Rae, all leading nineteenth-century British artists who often in their 
work feature female water enchantresses from classical mythology. Draper’s Ulysses and the 
Sirens (1909; Figure 9) renders in great detail the myth from Homer’s Odyssey where Ulysses 
and his men must traverse the treacherous waters of the Sirens – lovely but dangerous females 
who are part woman and part fish – who aimed to enchant and capture passing sailors with their 
song in order to ensure their own survival and the sailors’ demise. Equally enticing are the 
nymphs in Waterhouse’s Hylas and the Nymphs (1896; Figure 1), creatures inspired by epic 
poems such as Apollonius’ Argonautica and the thirteenth Idyll of Theocritus. In the myth, the 
young and beautiful boy, Hylas, who accompanies the Arogonauts on their quest for the Golden 
Fleece, goes in search of water and finds a lair of water nymphs in the spring of Pegae. Instantly 
enamored with Hylas, the nymphs entice the boy with their beauty and pull him under the water. 
The Argonauts never find him. In singular examples of water enchantresses, such as Edward 
Armitage’s The Siren (1888; Figure 27) and Draper’s The Foam Sprite (1897; Figure 28), these 
female creatures are painted alone and portrait-like with watery surroundings, lounging atop 
ocean cliffs or riding dolphins, and their purpose seems primarily to entice the passing male 
viewers.  
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Myths surrounding these water enchantresses and the way in which these myths have 
been retold since antiquity certainly varies, making it difficult to keep track of and reconcile the 
various accounts. When considering these sources side-by-side and viewing the corresponding 
images, similarities nevertheless begin to surface and a single, common narrative for the female 
water enchantress unfolds. The narrative of the water enchantress is as follows: a man or a group 
of men, who are often virtuous heroes and warriors, are in the midst of a voyage. They go to a 
body of water either to use it as a passageway on which to travel or because they need water for 
nourishment. The will of the man is tested when he is tempted by beautiful and seductive but 
also dangerous female water enchantresses whom he encounters living in or near the water. The 
man either passes the test by resisting temptation and surviving, or he succumbs and disappears 
or dies.  
This chapter examines the abundant imagery representing water enchantresses from mid 
to late nineteenth-century Britain and questions the meaning behind the common narrative of the 
water enchantress. Keeping in mind the classical texts from which they were taken as well as the 
Victorian context in which they were painted, I also look at the images alongside texts as well as 
other enchantress imagery. Common characterizations of the Victorian woman, such as the angel 
in the home, the fallen woman, and the femme fatale, which hold a significant place in 
nineteenth-century studies, also play a meaningful role in my analysis, as I aim to draw meaning 
from these recurring mythological figures and make connections between them and the Victorian 
woman. 
For the purposes of this dissertation, a female water enchantress is a woman or part-
woman from mythology who holds a physical, sexual, and emotional power of enchantment over 
men that is ultimately dangerous and often fatal. The enchantresses’ powers are alluring, 
 73 
attractive, and often magical, and they frequently transform themselves and have the ability to 
transform others. There are multiple mythological figures that fit into the category of female 
water enchantress in this chapter, including sirens, nymphs, naiads, oceanides, and sprites. Sirens 
are beautiful but dangerous female creatures who use their song to lure and entrap men from 
passing ships. These self-assured women, who unabashedly flaunt themselves, lure men through 
their narcissism, which they never lost.129 Despite their assuredness, sirens have an uncertain 
existence that confirms their lack of place. Just as sirens hover between land and water, they are 
stuck between the entities of woman and creature, sometimes half-woman and half-sea serpent, 
and sometimes half-woman and half-bird.130 Sigmund Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams would 
attribute this unsettled hovering between land and water as an uncertain existence between life 
and death that is dependent on others’ destruction.131 Water nymphs, or minor female deities who 
roamed the oceans, rivers, and springs, are another type of enchantress I examine in this chapter. 
There are many names for the water nymph, including naiades and oceanides.132 Translations of 
ancient texts and artists painting enchantresses such as sirens and nymphs at times use 
identifying terms haphazardly in a manner that does not coincide with the original text. For 
example, nineteenth-century art critics may refer to a siren’s tail as a mermaid’s tail despite 
significant differences between these two water creatures, or an artist may label what is clearly a 
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nymph a “sprite.”133 These discrepancies are most likely due to the many textual and visual 
versions of mythological stories that have been retold, and reshaped, and represented since 
antiquity. 
 
Literary Foundation 
Major epic poems and classical literature featuring the water enchantress include 
Homer’s Iliad (c. 760 – 710 BCE) and Odyssey (late 8th century BCE), Hesiod’s Theogony (c. 
700 BCE), Apollonius’ Argonautica (3rd century BCE), the thirteenth Idyll of Theocritus (3rd 
century BCE), Ovid’s Metamorphoses (early 1st century CE), Hyginus’ Fabulae (1st century CE), 
and Pausanias’ Description of Greece (2nd century CE).134 Significant modern literature 
pertaining to water enchantresses that falls in or close to the nineteenth century includes Jean 
Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary (1788), Charles Burney’s A General History of Music, from 
the Earliest Ages to the Present Period (1789), and John Ruskin’s “Munera Pulveris (Unto this 
Last)” (1860, 1862-63, and 1880) from Cornhill Magazine, Fraser’s Magazine, and The Works 
of John Ruskin, Volume 17 as well as his The Queen of Air: Being a Study of the Greek Myths of 
Cloud and Storm (1869).135  
                                                
133 Homer, The Odyssey of Homer, trans. S. H. Butcher and A. Lang (London: Macmilland and Co., 1879). 
The example I refer to here is Draper’s The Foam Sprite. Sprite is not defined in the Lemprière’s popular Classical 
Dictionary, and Draper’s foam sprite participates in behavior typical of a water nymph – such as frolicking in the 
water and riding a dolphin – leading me to believe that this could likely be synonymous with a water nymph. 
 
134 Hesiod, “Theogony,” in Hesiod, trans. C. A. Elton, (London, Manchester, and New York: Routledge and 
Sons, Ltd., 1894), 93-160; Apollonius, Argonautica, trans. R. C. Seaton (London: William Heinemann; New York: 
The Macmillan Co., 1912); Theocritus, “Idyll XIII: Hylas,” in The Idylls of Theocritus, Bion, and Moschus, and the 
War-songs of Tyrtaeus, trans. J. Banks (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1853), 241-243; Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. 
Thomas Orger (London: Printed for John Miller, 1814); Hyginus, “Fabulae 125: Odyssey,” in The Myths of 
Hyginus, trans. Mary Grant (Lawrence: University of Kansas Publications, 1960); Pausanias, Description of Greece, 
trans. Arthur Richard Shilleto (London: George Bell and Sons, 1886). 
 
135 Charles Burney, A General History of Music, from the Earliest Ages to the Present Period (London: 
printed for the author, and sold by Payne and Son; Robson and Clark; G. G. and J. Robinson 1789); John Ruskin 
 75 
Victorian society would have been familiar with myths involving water enchantresses 
from much of this classical literature, particularly Homer’s Odyssey, but also through the 
writings of Ovid, Apollonius, Theocritus, and Lemprière’s dictionary, which was a popular 
modern British source providing definitions and reference for classical mythology.136 Some 
questioned the role of classical mythology in Victorian society, finding it inappropriate, for 
example, that terms such as siren and Circe were synonyms for prostitute. However, most 
welcomed the lessons these myths provided and introduced the morals from Greek mythology 
into their own lives.137 Just as men might aimed to emulate to the admirable traits of 
mythological heroes such as Ulysses, female figures from mythology, such as Ulysses’ loyal and 
passive wife, Penelope, were positive models for the ideal Victorian housewife while the sensual 
and dangerous enchantresses perhaps motivated women from another angle, warning them 
against falling into sin.138 Even children learned these myths at an early age, and elementary 
Greek readers such as “Home for Beginners,” were published for this purpose.139 
In The Queen of Air: Being a Study of the Greek Myths of Cloud and Storm, famed 
English art critic, social thinker, and supporter of the Pre-Raphaelites, John Ruskin, said of the 
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importance of mythology in English daily life, “the great question in reading a story is always, 
not what the wild hunter dreamed, or what childish race first dreaded it; but what wise man first 
perfectly told, and what strong people first perfectly lived by it.”140 Ruskin recognizes that 
classical mythology is from antiquity, but he says it is not archaic lore; he instead champions 
these ancient texts as guides by which Victorians society can lead their lives because they 
present morals that transcend centurial boundaries. At one point in the book, he looks 
specifically to the hero, Hercules, pointing out that his actions and should not be viewed literally 
and simply; instead, such heroes should encourage man to press forward against challenge:  
Hercules was no dead hero, to be remembered only as a victor over monsters of the past – harmless now, as 
slain. He was the perpetual type and mirror of heroism, and its present and living aid against every 
ravenous form of human trial and pain.141 
 
Shedding light on the prevalence of Greek myth in Victorian daily lives encourages us to 
consider the relationship between men, women, and the stories surrounding female water 
enchantresses and what this meant in Victorian culture. 
 
Enchantress Exceptions and Comparanda 
Scholarship pertaining to mid to late nineteenth-century British literature and Victorian 
imagery often employs terms such as fallen woman and femme fatale when discussing women 
who deviate to some extent from the acceptable angel in the home. We see this in works by 
leading Victorian scholars such as Elizabeth Prettejohn and Christopher Wood, as well as 
discussions of certain work, such as paintings from Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s “Fleshy School” 
period of the 1860s that feature beautiful, voluptuous, and almost masculine women, who are 
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cited as examples of femme fatales by authors like Shearer West in Fin de Siècle: Art and 
Society in an Age of Uncertainty (1993).142 In this chapter, I too recognize the significance of 
these motifs in Victorian painting, but I am interested specifically in the intersection of the water 
enchantresses, such as sirens or nymphs, with the fallen woman, and the femme fatale. When 
nineteenth-century artists picture sirens, what do they represent? Femme fatales, fallen women, 
both, or something else entirely? 
Fallen women and femme fatales are similar terms that are easily confused, but in The 
Femme Fatale in Victorian Literature: The Danger and the Sexual Threat (2008), Jennifer 
Hedgecock untangles these euphemisms. The fallen woman, as we have seen in the previous 
chapter, is a woman who has sinned – often through adultery or another form of sexual deviance 
– and has fallen to a place outside the home and on the periphery in society, usually into poverty. 
The femme fatale also denotes a woman who sins, but through her calculating tactics and her 
ability to seduce men through good looks and manipulative behavior, “femme fatales take action 
against such conventional restraints by threatening men who represent the dominant Victorian 
ideology that oppresses women.”143 In rebelling against society’s condemnation of a woman’s 
deviant behavior, the femme fatale either retains her place as a sinful seductress or rises from a 
low point as a fallen woman back up to a higher place in society. Estella from Charles Dickens 
Great Expectations (1860-1861), for example, is brought up to by her guardian, Miss Havisham, 
to tirelessly torture men through seductive manipulation, and Lydia Gwit from Wilkie Collins’ 
Armadale (1866), is originally a lowly maid and uses her comely appearance, manipulation, and 
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even plans murder in order to marry above her class and gain wealth.144 Hedgecock’s 
commentary also points out that although femme fatales often have malicious intentions, they 
typically disguise themselves as well-behaved angels in the home, which further complicates 
their identity and a man’s ability to distinguish between good and bad.145 
The many water enchantresses pictured in Victorian painting have ties with both fallen 
women and femme fatales. Sirens and nymphs are like fallen women, because their sensual, 
forward nature suggests the disobedient behavior of an adulterous woman. These enchantresses 
are also like femme fatales because they are the opposite of passive, fighting back at men and 
trying to use them for their own survival. Still, the enchantress has unique traits, such as her 
unabashed forwardness with men, which fallen women and femme fatales both aim to conceal. 
Consideration of enchantress imagery alongside these notions of the fallen woman and the 
femme fatale suggest that enchantresses contain elements of both, but are unique in their promise 
of shallow satisfaction towards man. 
In this chapter, I differentiate between the sorceress in mythology (such as Circe and 
Medea) and the female water enchantress (such as sirens and nymphs). Sorceresses and 
enchantresses were both common subjects of late nineteenth-century Victorian painting, and 
although they are at times lumped together because of their associations with the fallen woman 
and the femme fatale, I separate them in this chapter. The power of the sorceress is based on 
overt magical powers often associated with evil and monstrosity, to the point that their 
malevolence detracts from any sense of sexual allure their appearance may provide. Sorceresses 
are also often identified as individual figures with names, versus enchantresses who are 
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frequently anonymous and identified as a group. Circe, for example, is a sorceress who is a 
master of magic potions and herbs and is capable of transforming men into animals. Medea, who 
learned sorcery from her aunt Circe, used potions and poisoned objects to both heal and destroy 
those around her. She is married to Jason of the Argonauts, and she restores youth in his father 
with a potion, and later destroys Jason’s lover, the daughter of Creon, with a magical robe and 
crown that devour flesh.146 Frederick Sandys epitomizes the sorceress in his painting, Medea 
(1866-1868; Figure 29), where she is in the act of concocting a potion. Her somewhat masculine 
facial features – most likely inspired by the gypsy who modeled for the painting – as well as 
Medea’s entranced expression and the mad manner in which she clutches her necklace, weaken 
her power to attract men. The toads, shells, and plant roots arranged on the table, which are all 
part of her potion ingredients, also add a grotesque element to the painting.  
Female water enchantresses, in contrast, dwell in or near the water. They, too, are 
dangerous, but a large part of their threat lies in the emotional and sexual power they hold over 
men that is subtler than the power of the sorceress. In contrast to magical potions and spells, 
water enchantresses use their cunning, beauty, and in the case of the sirens, song, as a means to 
lure and destroy their male targets. Their success in nineteenth-century imagery relies on the 
precise balance of sexual allure and danger, without an undue weight on monstrosity that would 
put them into the realm of the grotesque. A critic of the 1891 Royal Academy exhibition 
emphasizes this balance when discussing the sirens in John William Waterhouse’s Ulysses and 
the Sirens (1891; Figure 30), saying “the difficulty is to preserve in the picture any of that 
impression of an almost irresistible charm which the story itself means to convey,” and that 
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Waterhouse’s sirens, although beautiful, are painted as angry and aggressive birds, which makes 
them “monstrous.”147 Water enchantresses also frequently lacked individuality or names, 
identified instead by their group such as “the Sirens” and “the Nymphs.” The 1879 translation of 
Homer’s Odyssey never once references an individual siren, only referring to them in a group as 
“the Sirens.” This anonymity would most likely make it easier to relate them to figures in 
nineteenth-century society, such femme fatales and fallen women in Victorian society.  
Images of enchantresses range from having a strong narrative correlation to the original 
texts and providing ample details supporting this adherence (such as Waterhouse’s Ulysses and 
the Sirens), to more closely conforming to the classical female nude type while bearing a title 
indicating that they are enchantresses (such as Armitage’s The Sirens and Rae’s The Sirens). 
These quintessentially classical nude figures labeled as sirens, nymphs, or kelpies may stand 
alone or in a group with classical poses, and they often bear props indicating their identity, such 
as a lyre or the backdrop of passing ships if they are sirens. These academic versions of 
enchantresses are omissions in the chapter because their ties with the mythological narratives are 
extremely vague, and I am most interested in images connected with the original myths. 
However, these heavily classicized versions of water enchantresses are significant because of 
what they say about expectations of the Royal Academy, trends of avant-garde artists, and 
interests of Victorian society.  
Why might an artist title a classical nude “The Siren” when the painting has little 
reference to the myth of Ulysses and the Sirens? Such a beautiful, academic nude figure would 
have demanded the attention of the male gaze on its own, but labeling it “Siren” endows her with 
a certain power over men and implies sexual deviance because nineteenth-century viewers would 
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have been familiar with the myth. Such a title may also indicate the artists’ attempt to fall in line 
with the trend of water enchantress subject matter while at the same time adhere to the classical 
and idealized demands of the Royal Academy. Rae’s The Sirens (Figure 31), a painting exhibited 
at the Royal Academy in 1903, presents three sirens that are highly idealized classical nudes. 
They sit together on a rocky beach with one crouched at right, one stretched out languidly in the 
center, and one at left beckoning a passing ship with her flute, which is the only clear attribute 
indicating that these women are sirens. There is a direct correlation between the central reclining 
figure here and the Venus of Alexandre Cabanel’s La Naissance du Vénus (The Birth of Venus) 
(1863; Figure 32). Cabanel’s Venus is the paragon of classical idealization prized by academic 
institutions, and it was extremely popular when exhibited at the 1863 Salon in Paris.148 On the 
one hand, Rae and Cabanel’s images are similar because they present the classical female nude 
that is sexualized with merely a faint, mythological tie as an excuse to permit the male gaze. On 
the other hand, though both Cabanel and Rae’s paintings both depict mythological subjects, 
Cabanel’s paints the more elevated Venus while Rae paints sirens, often associated with 
immorality and prostitution in England.149 Nevertheless, Rae’s restraint in representing her 
sirens, refraining from monstrosity and grotesqueness while classicizing the female figures, won 
her accolades at the British Royal Academy when it was exhibited in 1903. Critics of the 
exhibition praised her painting, The Sirens, and it had “a place of honour” in the galleries as 
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“centre” on the line.”150 The success of this formula at the Royal Academy supports that these 
classical images with enchantress titles pleased everyone, conforming to classical standards, 
following current trends, and satisfying viewers.  
Contemporary viewers may automatically group mermaids with other female water 
enchantresses, such as sirens and nymphs, and while there is some inclusion of mermaids within 
this group, this is not how most Victorians understood mermaids and it is not how they are 
represented pictorially. Although not as prevalent as other female water creatures, some British 
artists such as Waterhouse painted mermaids (A Mermaid, 1892; Figure 33). Victorians would 
have been familiar with original sources such as the fairy tale Undine (1811) by Frederich de la 
Motte Fouqué and Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Mermaid (1836) that developed 
mermaids as kind figures who wanted to leave the water and understand human love.151 Some 
nineteenth-century sources compare sirens and mermaids to one another, such as the introduction 
of Butcher and Lang’s translation of The Odyssey of Homer (1879), which calls sirens “a sort of 
mermaidens,” as well as contemporary scholar, Bram Dijkstra’s Idols of Perversity: Fantasies of 
Feminine Evil in Fin-de-Siecle Culture (1986), which argues that mermaids were as malicious as 
sirens.152 However, the majority of primary and secondary textual and visual examples I have 
found represent mermaids as kind and vulnerable creatures, such as the mermaid narratives 
Undine and The Little Mermaid. Even a nineteenth-century artist such as Waterhouse, who refers 
to Butcher and Lang’s 1879 translation of The Odyssey of Homer, still paints the mermaid as 
benevolent and innocent in his A Mermaid of 1892. Waterhouse’s mermaid sits quietly on a 
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rocky shore with her tail wrapped around her waist as she combs her long red hair. Unlike 
images of sirens, who are often on guard and looking out to sea for sailors, the mermaid gazes to 
the left and away from the ocean in front of her, seemingly lost in her own thoughts. Nothing 
about her peaceful, passive demeanor suggests aggression, and though she may attract the male 
gaze, she does so with youthful beauty and childlike innocence rather than shameless aggression. 
While it is tempting to include lovely mermaid paintings in my analysis, the way in which 
Victorian society understood them falls outside the scope of this dissertation’s definition of a 
female water enchantress. 
 
Sirens 
Sirens, who are mythological water enchantresses that lure and destroy passing sailors 
with their beauty and song, have largely been a mystery to scholars and artists alike since their 
inception in antiquity. Homer was the first to discuss sirens in his epic poem, The Odyssey, 
where Ulysses, the hero of the poem, travels for ten years to return to his home of Ithaca after the 
Trojan War.153 Leading up to the Ulysses’ encounter with the sirens during his journey, Ulysses 
and his men encounter the sorceress, Circe, “an awful goddess of mortal speech,” who captures 
Ulysses’ men on her Isle of Aeaea and transforms them into swine.154 With the advice of 
Hermes, Ulysses frees his men from Circe’s spell by eating an herb to protect himself while 
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overpowering her. Despite his tactics, Ulysses becomes Circe’s lover, and he and his men live 
with her for a year on the Isle of Aeaea.  
In Book Twelve, Ulysses and his men leave Circe to resume their voyage towards Ithaca. 
Before setting sail, Circe warns Ulysses of the obstacles he will encounter, the first being the 
deadly Sirens. She says that the Sirens “bewitcheth all men, whosoever shall come to them” and 
can “enchant him with their clear song” as they “sit[] in the meadow, and all about is a great 
heap of bones of men, corrupt in death, and round the bones the skin is wasting.”155 To survive, 
Circe says Ulysses and his crew must put “honey-sweet wax” in their ears, or if he chooses to 
hear the song but keep his life, “let [his crew] bind thee in the swift ship hand and foot, upright in 
the mast-stead, and from the mast let rope-ends be tied, that with delight though mayest hear the 
voice of the Sirens.”156 
Ulysses conveys to his men Circe’s advice regarding the Sirens. He selfishly says that the 
entire crew must evade the Sirens’ song except for him (“me only she bade listen to their 
voices”), and tells them they must tie him to the mast and bind him tighter if he requests to 
escape.157 After Ulysses and his men have prepared themselves to pass the Sirens by filling the 
men’s ears with wax and strapping Ulysses to the mast, they near the Sirens’ lair, who “espied 
the swift ship speeding towards them,” and they begin to sing: 
Hither, come hither, renowned Ulysses, great glory of the Achaeans, here stay thy barque, that thou mayest 
listen to the voice of us twain. For none hath ever driven by this way in his black ship, till he hath heard 
from our lips the voice sweet as the honeycomb, and hath had joy thereof and gone on his way the wiser. 
For lo! we know all things, all travail that the Argives and Trojans bare by the gods’ designs, yea, and we 
know all that shall hereafter be upon the fruitful earth.158 
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These “sweet voices” that promised Ulysses and his men all they would ever need tempt Ulysses, 
and as predicted, he asks his men to release him from the mast, but the refuse and only tie him 
tighter.159  
This is the end of Ulysses’ brief experience with the Sirens and his last mention of them 
in Homer’s Odyssey. Neither Circe in her description of the Sirens nor Ulysses as witness and 
narrator of the event provide much detail about them. Homer does not provide information on the 
physical presence or appearance of the sirens; Ulysses only tells of the Sirens’ alluring song, 
suggesting that sirens are not seen, only heard. Without viewing the sirens, the reader does not 
know the gender, body type (human or animal), or physical appearance (beautiful or 
disagreeable). The only alluring quality mentioned is the beauty of the Sirens’ voices and their 
song, leading one to believe that they attract men through the sense of hearing rather than sight. 
What we do know is that there are two Sirens, as Homer references “Sirens twain.”160 We also 
know that detained sailors will eventually perish and become a “heap of bones,” but the audience 
cannot glean from this section how the men will die if they do succumb to the Sirens’ song.161  
Homer invented the notion of the Sirens in his Odyssey, but subsequent epic poets from 
antiquity appropriated these enchantresses and elaborated on them in their own myths because 
Homer’s description of the Sirens in his Odyssey was fairly ambiguous. After Homer’s Odyssey 
came Apollonius’ Argonautica (3rd century BCE), where Jason and the Argonauts journey to 
retrieve the Golden Fleece, and like Ulysses, they encounter the same Sirens Ulysses and his 
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crew pass by in the Odyssey. In Apollonius’ version, the musician, Orpheus, plays his lyre and 
drowns out the voices of the Sirens, saving all crewmembers except Butes, who is unable to 
resist the Sirens’ song and jumps overboard.162 Ovid’s Metamorphoses (1st century BCE) 
emphasizes the transformation of the Sirens’, who are friends of the goddess, Proserpine, and are 
given wings so that they can fly and search for her when she is kidnapped and raped. They never 
find Proserpine, but they retain their wings and settle on the island of Anthemoessa. Ovid’s 
version of the Sirens’ seems to mark a strange metamorphoses, where Sirens are part beautiful 
woman and part dangerous bird: “But why should Fate, ye Sirens! bid you sweep/Half birds, half 
women, o’er Sicilia’s deep?.”163 Similar to Ovid, Hyginus’ Fabulae also references the hybridity 
of the Sirens as part bird, part woman, but Hyginus explains that “it was their fate to live only so 
long as mortals who heard their song failed to pass by.”164 Pausanias, a Greek geographer and 
traveller, wrote in his Description of Greece (2nd century CE) that the Sirens, who are daughters 
of the river goddess, Achelous, challenged the Muses to a singing competition.165 The Muses won 
the competition, and plucked out the wings of the Sirens and from these made crowns. 
In addition to these mythological stories about sirens from antiquity, there are also more 
modern interpretations and overviews of sirens that many Victorians probably knew. A number 
of more modern scholars, including Samuel Bochart (1559-1667), Jean Lemprière, Charles 
Burney, and Christian Tobias Damm, argue that the Sirens originated from a group of female 
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singers living on the coast of Sicily who lured passing travellers.166 Burney’s A General History 
of Music (1789), paraphrases various accounts of scholars, such as Hyginus’ Fabulae and 
Pausanias’ Description of Greece, but he concludes these summaries by recognizing that most 
ancient authors agree that the Sirens live on the coast of Sicily, and therefore agreeing with the 
scholars who argue that the myth of the Sirens could be based on a group of Sicilian female 
singers who were “excellent singers, but of corrupt morals.”167 He even confesses to his 
weakness for beautiful, manipulative “songstresses,” asserting that sirens, who are attract men 
through their looks, talent, and cunning, are present in all eras of history: 
I was too hasty in declaring that the Muses were the only Pagan divinities that preferred their influence 
over mankind in modern times; for every age has its Sirens, and every Siren her votaries; when beauty and 
talents, both powerful in themselves, are united, they become still more attractive.168 
 
Jean Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary (1788) is similar to Burney’s A General History of 
Music, because it provides overviews of various accounts of sirens, and although it recognizes 
the notion of the Sicilian seductress, like Burney, it places less emphasis on this myth and seems 
more objective in its aim to relate the various accounts of the Sirens’.169 Lemprière organizes his 
mythological reference book as an encyclopedia with lengthy entries for each mythological term. 
He opens his entry on sirens by saying they are “sea nymphs who charmed so much with their 
melodious voice, that all forgot their employments to listen with more attention, and at last died 
for want of food.”170 Although Lemprière wrote his book a year later than Burney’s, I discuss his 
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mythological text after Burney’s because it was so widely-read by Victorians and considered a 
default text when referring to mythology. A critic for Portfolio said in reference to understanding 
Waterhouse’s painting, Ulysses and the Sirens (1891), that “we must have read our Homer, or at 
least our Lemprière, to know what it’s all about,” suggesting that both Homer’s Odyssey and 
Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary are go-to sources for Victorians aiming to understand Greek 
mythology. 
I have pointed out that the ambiguity surrounding the identity of the sirens due to 
Homer’s vague original account has permitted a range of visual interpretations over the 
centuries. Although visual interpretations of sirens have varied vastly, certain trends have 
developed. In antiquity, for example, sirens appeared very masculine and lacked the overt female 
sexuality that we associate with them today. In early visual representations, such as the fifth-
century Siren Vase (Figure 34) housed at the British Museum, sirens were frequently represented 
as half-human, half-bird figures that appear more male than female. In this example, the sirens 
that surround Ulysses’ ship have almost full bird bodies with the exception of the neck and head, 
which are extremely masculine, with thick necks, strong chins, and fairly large features.  
Sirens appeared frequently in the medieval period, particularly as warnings against falling 
into sin. A page from a thirteenth-century English Bestiary with images attributed to the School 
of Matthew Paris features three sirens and two centaurs being slain (Figure 35). The sirens carry 
their musical attributes of a lyre and a flute, and they are half-woman, half-bird, continuing the 
tradition from classical antiquity seen in the Siren Vase. The story of the sirens from Homer’s 
Odyssey would have been familiar during the Middle Ages, and manuscript illuminators often 
adopted the siren as a means to promote Christian morality and dissuade people from sinful 
 89 
activity.171 More specifically, sirens and centaurs were often pictured together because they 
represented the sins of pride and lust, and perhaps the slaying of the centaurs here indicates a 
triumph over these sins. The sirens’ and the centaurs’ half-human, half-animal bodies suggested 
propensity for animalistic behavior, and the sins of pride and lust made them a direct warning to 
prostitutes and pimps. 
The siren with twin fish tails was a more popular visual representation than the half-
woman, half-bird type in Medieval Art and into the Renaissance. Though often confused with the 
Sirens from Homer’s Odyssey, the twin-tailed siren is actually a character named Melusine from 
European folklore. She is quite unrelated to the Siren discussed in this dissertation, but her 
frequent visual representation suggests her importance. After Melusine’s father breaks a promise 
to her mother, she and her sisters get revenge on their father by incarcerating their father on a 
mountain. Melusine is punished by a transformation of her legs into fish tails. Typical of the 
twin-tailed Melusine is the popular Starbucks logo figure, based on a fifteenth-century Norse 
woodcut of Melusine, as well as Siren with Two Tails (13th century; Figure 36), a fresco 
decorating the sacricity niche in the Basilica San Zeno Maggiore in Verona. Both examples are 
human females from waist to head, and from waist below they has two fish tails, split down the 
center. Melusine is typically depicted frontally, appealing to her symmetrical nature as she holds 
her two tails apart.  
Although not as popular in the subsequent centuries, sirens do appear in the Early 
Modern Era as minor visual figures often bearing both fish and bird characteristics. A 
seventeenth-century Flemish tapestry, Ulysses at the Palace of Circe (c. 1640-1660; Figure 37), 
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features Ulysses in conversation with Circe, while in the background the viewer sees Ulysses’ 
later encounter with the sirens. The sirens are represented as both half-woman, half bird and half-
woman, half-fish, perhaps appealing to both notions of the siren. We again see sirens as a hybrid 
woman, fish, and bird in Bernard Picart’s Ascalaphe changè en Hibou, et les Sirenes converties 
en Oiseaux (Ascalaphus changed into a Screech Owl, and the Companions of Proserpina into 
Sirens) (1732; Figure 38), where the sirens at back left have both fish tails and wings, despite 
Ovid’s indication of wings in his Metamorphoses. 
Sirens had an incredible resurgence in mid- to late-nineteenth century imagery, and they 
had drastically evolved from their predecessors. Whereas earlier examples were often secondary 
figures set apart from a central scene, nineteenth-century sirens are often featured or are even the 
sole subject of a painting. Sirens began as masculinized figures but grew more and more 
feminine over the centuries, and the nineteenth century marks their height as fully feminized and 
sexualized creatures. They are typically female, and although at times are half-human, half-birds 
like their predecessors, they are more often sensual, mermaid-like figures in appearance with the 
complete anatomy of a woman or part-woman, part-fish.  
This ambiguity and range of visual interpretations since antiquity has caused obvious 
frustration and confusion for scholars. Some contemporary scholars, such as Mikas Aasved, have 
dedicated research and essays to pinning down the most original and accurate definition of a 
siren, and this research has been informative in my exploration.172 Yet, I ask, why might a 
nineteenth-century painter choose to represent a siren with a mermaid’s tail instead of bird’s 
wings? What does this say about a woman’s direct interaction and habitation in the water versus 
hovering over the water? In considering nineteenth-century siren imagery, I consider ways in 
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which Victorians read, understood, and coped with this confusion about these female water 
enchantresses by looking to the siren texts, such as Homer and Lemprière, and siren imagery 
with which they would have been most familiar. 
John William Waterhouse’s oeuvre may contain more images starring the female water 
enchantresses than that of any other nineteenth-century painter. Because his work is so rich with 
creatures such as sirens, nymphs, and naiads, a viewer begins to question the market for such 
works. Waterhouse seems to address the “Woman Question” – a pertinent expression in the late-
nineteenth century referring to the determination of a woman’s role in society – in his imagery 
that repeatedly questions gender roles. Peter Trippi argues that Waterhouse’s paintings present 
an ambiguous response to the “Woman Question,” because his women are at times strong and at 
times weak.173 He argues that: “A...theme which surfaces consistently is the tension between 
one’s erotic desire and one’s proper course,” and that “Waterhouse positions desire as both 
liberating and destructive.”174 Despite the artist’s repeated representation of beautiful, young 
English women with long, flowing locks and porcelain skin, characteristics deemed desirable to 
most contemporary male viewers, Waterhouse’s works on the whole do not reveal unsettling 
feelings or misogyny. Instead, consideration of his work, his life, and the motivation behind his 
painting demonstrate a genuine fascination with women and an attempt to understand them 
through pictorial representation. Without knowing, one may assume many of his images were 
painted for a male audience and snapped up by a wealthy middle class collector; however, many 
images containing some of his most sensually rendered watery women, such as Hylas and the 
Nymphs, A Mermaid, and Ulysses and the Sirens were displayed at the Royal Academy or the 
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New Gallery and later purchased by major museums and public galleries to be proudly hung on 
the walls as examples of English painting.175  
Waterhouse’s Ulysses and the Sirens (1891; Figure 30) is perhaps the most well-known 
and iconic representation of the siren episode from Homer’s Odyssey in English art. It depicts in 
splendid detail Ulysses and his men passing through the dangerous waters of the sirens on his 
journey. The half-woman, half-bird sirens hover in flight over the men’s ship, and Ulysses is 
tightly bound to the mast in an effort to resist their beckoning song while the men row in unison 
quickly to pass by this challenge. The reason for this painting’s success may be because despite 
Homer’s ambiguities in regards to details in the scene, this painting is an incredibly evocative 
visual representation of Homer’s text.  
Like other Pre-Raphaelite artists, Waterhouse would have in part known the story of the 
Sirens from Homer’s Odyssey that conceived the notion the siren, but also from later writing on 
sirens that were based on Homer Odyssey but altered, such as Ovid’s Metamorphoses, 
Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary, as well as concurrent commentary by writers such as Ruskin 
in “Munera Pulveris.”176 In Ulysses and the Sirens, Waterhouse brilliantly articulates vacancies 
left by Homer (particularly the ability to see the sirens), alters some details (painting seven sirens 
when the Odyssey says there were two), but in many ways remains true to Homer’s text (such as 
the Sicilian coastal setting and Ulysses’ attachment to he mast) and paints a very full narrative 
that elucidates this original myth.  
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This painting presents a very complex scene, made more dramatic by the vantage point. 
The setting is the waters and the rocky coast of Sicily, a location agreed upon by most scholars. 
The viewer sees it from slightly above and behind, a hint higher than the sirens, as if we are 
hovering over the boat and the turbulent blue water below, giving a slight feeling of vertigo. 
Although this vantage point prohibits a frontal view of the faces of Ulysses and the sailors, it 
provides a clear view of the faces of the seven sirens who confront the crew head on and a view 
down into the boat. Most representations of the Siren story, such as Waterhouse’s painting, 
picture the physical bodies of the Sirens, but in no way does Homer’s original text indicate that 
these creatures are visible. Viewers may be so accustomed to viewing siren imagery and 
identifying Sirens by the physical characteristics in front of them that they forget that these 
creatures were heard and not seen. Any attempt to visually represent Sirens is therefore a large 
leap from the original intentions in Homer’s text, and Waterhouse’s Sirens are no exception.  
Although Homer indicates that there are two sirens when saying “Sirens twain,” 
Waterhouse multiplies the creatures and paints seven beautiful but threatening sirens who are 
half-woman, half-bird. His choice to paint the Sirens as part-woman, part-bird is surprising when 
placed alongside contemporaneous siren examples dated slightly earlier. For example, Frederick 
Leighton’s The Fisherman and the Siren (c. 1856-58; Figure 39), William Etty’s The Sirens and 
Ulysses (1882), and Edward Armitage’s The Siren (1888) all show the preference to paint Sirens 
as sensual figures that are either completely human or part-human with a hint of a fish tail. 
Waterhouse’s hybrid creatures have the body of a bird and the head of a young, beautiful English 
girl. Records show that Waterhouse would have seen many birds during travels to Capri, and we 
also know from his correspondence that he spent time sketching eagles in the London Zoological 
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Gardens and toyed with the idea of using these as his models.177 However, representations of 
sirens from antiquity seem to be what he looked to most closely for inspiration. He says in his 
correspondence that he wanted to rely on the classical model of the siren, and because he may 
have had access to early examples of sirens from antique vases, such as Siren Vase at the British 
Museum, we can assume he refers this as a model.  
Waterhouse’s sirens seem to fall somewhere between the overly sensual figureheads from 
the nineteenth century and the brusque, bird figures from antiquity. They lack the eroticism in 
comparison with other Victorian siren representations that have legs or fish tails, but they are 
abundantly more feminine and pretty than the masculine sirens from the Siren Vase. Nineteenth-
century siren examples, such as the siren Leighton’s in The Fisherman and the Siren, seem to be 
an excuse to paint the body of an eroticized female beauty through the guise of a siren. Her body 
is posed in a seductive curve articulated by her arched back, round buttocks, and thighs that 
transition into a fish tail and allow for curvature and bending. In contrast, the bodies of 
Waterhouse’s sirens – brusque and angular with jagged feathers and short bodies – lack sensual 
appeal. They are less sexualized because they lack a woman’s body, but he does not completely 
forego sexually appealing characteristics, as their human faces are all beautiful and sensually 
alluring on their own, particularly when compared with the Siren Vase. Although Waterhouse 
seems to loosely model his sirens on those from the Siren Vase, Waterhouse’s figures that have 
delicately contoured features and long hair strongly contrasts with the thick, masculine sirens of 
the Siren Vase.  
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Taking into account the pretty, feminine heads of Waterhouse’s sirens, the large size and 
ominous presence of their bird bodies present a surprising contradiction. Birds played a large 
part in Victorian daily life, as proper, domestic women often kept them as companions. Walter 
Deverell’s paintings The Pet and The Grey Parrot position Victorian angels in the home in a 
tender moment with their winged-pets, stroking or cooing to them, but Waterhouse’s sirens are a 
far cry from the pet canary that would sing to its master or the parrot that would mimic voices. 
His bird bodies are large, imposing, and more closely resemble a predatory bird. Most reviews of 
Waterhouse’s Ulysses and the Sirens in the 1891 Royal Academy exhibition noted the daunting 
nature of the sirens’ bird bodies. One critic pointed out that Waterhouse’s sirens are similar to 
falcons, specifically kestrels, which are a subspecies of the falcon family.178 Waterhouse’s sirens 
are similar to kestrels in that they have brown plumage with large, yellow talons for picking up 
their prey.179 Kestrels are also known to hover over their victims before attacking, just as the 
Sirens here hover over Ulysses and his men. 
Most reviews of Ulysses and the Sirens use words such as “groteosque” and “monstrous” 
in describing the Sirens and drawing a comparison a connection between the Sirens here and 
harpies, another form of winged-mythological figure.180 Harpies are present in Virgil’s Aenid and 
Hesiod’s Theogony and are referred to in Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary as “winged monsters, 
who had the face of a woman, and the body of a vulture, and had their feet and fingers armed 
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with sharp claws.”181 Lemprière goes on to say that harpies attached and stole from Greek heroes, 
such as Phineus and Aeneas, and that they “emitted an infectious smell, and spoiled whatever 
they touched by their filth and excrements.”182 This comparison between the sirens and the 
dreadful, foul-smelling harpies coincides with the descriptions of grotesque and monstrous that 
critics called the sirens. Although Waterhouse’s painting was wholly well-received, a major 
criticism was that the gruesome, harpyish appearance of the sirens’ bodies detracts from their 
alluring demeanor that Homer originally intended. One critic says, “his sirens have lovely faces – 
that is granted on all sides; but as one sees them and does not hear them, as from those beautiful 
mouths no painter’s magic can bring the enthralling song, they are monsters, and the spell is 
unexplained.”183 Because Waterhouse, and any artist painting these enchantresses, take liberties 
with Homer’s sirens by making them visible rather than audible, the viewer can only see instead 
of hear their alluring spell. We therefore rely on him to lure us visually with a tempting, 
attractive appearance of the sirens, but he verges on ruining this element of the painting because 
the sirens are so terrifying. Perhaps his saving grace is the lovely heads of the sirens, which 
attract the viewers’ attention as much as their predatory bird bodies. 
In painting the sirens as both pretty, delicate females and monstrous predators, 
Waterhouse explores the duality of a beautiful but dangerous woman. We have seen in Chapter 
One sympathy for fallen women, who were lepers in Victorian society because of immoral 
sexual behavior such as adultery or prostitution, and we have alluded to the femme fatale as a 
seductive and dangerous woman who retaliates against the standards society sets for her, but how 
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might sirens fit in with these groupings? Waterhouse may be referring to the fallen women or the 
femme fatale here as tempting, alluring women who are also dangerous threats, but unlike these 
women, Waterhouse’s sirens do not conceal their identity through the guise of an angel in the 
house; they do quite the opposite, aggressively pursuing Ulysses and his men for their own 
survival. Both sirens and femme fatales only seem to exist in literature and art, because the 
likelihood of their successful retaliation against societal standards for women is slim.  
The similarities between all seven sirens in Waterhouse’s painting give a sense of 
anonymity and facelessness, supporting the notion that any Victorian lady is prone to descending 
to the levels of a fallen woman or a femme fatale. All seven sirens have similar black and brown 
bodies with yellow talons, and with the exception of the single siren perched on the edge of 
Ulysses’ ship, they all hover around with boat with spread wings. Though Waterhouse most 
likely used more than one model for the faces of the sirens and subtle differences are evident, 
such as variations in hair color and skin tone, his sirens all share the same porcelain skin, fleshy 
red mouths, and long red or brown hair.184 Waterhouse’s Ulysses and the Sirens as well as many 
paintings within his oeuvre, such as La Belle Dame Sans Merci (1893; Figure 40) and A Naiad 
(1893; Figure 41), show that he developed a feminine ideal that surpassed what he saw in front 
of him which persisted throughout much of his work. The Sirens’ facial expressions in Ulysses 
and the Sirens also mimic one another. They are surprisingly not particularly dramatic, 
terrifying, or passionate; they instead have the same calm intensity seen in many of 
Waterhouse’s women, such as those from the paintings mentioned above: innocent yet sensual, 
and humble yet confident in their ability to ensnare men. Even the siren perched on the edge of 
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the boat looking face to face with the sailor is not as aggressive as she first appears. Her 
expression is focused, concentrated, and even a bit possessed in attempting to enchant the sailor.  
In turning to Ulysses strapped to the mast of the ship, it is not necessary to read too much 
into his expression, because as mentioned earlier, the vantage point thwarts our view of his facial 
features. Still, what we can see of his face and overall body expression is significant as it reveals 
a quiet fascination and intentness on absorbing these creatures. Ulysses’ tight binding to the mast 
with ropes prohibits him from much movement, yet his upper body cranes slightly forward 
towards the sirens with the little leeway that he has. His head does not twist with fear or anguish 
(either pleasurable or not); he looks straight ahead with a focused expression as if quietly 
concentrating on every note that they sing.  
Recognizing certain iconographic elements in this painting may allow for further insight 
into the portrayal of Ulysses. Notice the three round eyes painted on the boat: one on the bow at 
the lower right portion of the canvas, and two on the interior stern. Each of these eyes bears a 
strong resemblance to an oculus, or a protective eye usually painted on the bow planking of the 
boat. The oculus was the origin of the figurehead, which will be discussed in detail in Chapter 
Four, and it was intended to provide protection for male sailors while at sea, as people thought it 
balanced out or neutralized the threatening evil eye beneath the water.185 The oculus dates back to 
approximately 4,000 B.C. when the Egyptians painted them on the front of their boats.  
Although Waterhouse took liberties with the exact placement the various oculi, there is 
an undeniable suggestion that they provide protection to Ulysses, particularly when considered 
alongside other iconographical elements of the painting. Between the two interior stern oculi is 
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the face of a woman, who Peter Trippi identifies as Penelope, Ulysses’ wife.186 In the Odyssey, 
Penelope is as a virtuous, loyal, maternal wife who, in the context of this dissertation, is 
exemplary of the ideal Victorian woman. As placed by Waterhouse in direct view of Ulysses 
while he is bound to the mast and flanked by two oculi that serve as symbols of protection, this 
can be read as a means for Ulysses to resist sexual temptation of the sirens and be reminded of 
his fidelity to his wife. 
The consideration of this iconography illuminates a thought-provoking compositional 
relationship: Penelope and the oculi are located in Ulysses’ eyesight but directly behind the 
sirens, so Ulysses is forced to look through the sirens if he wants ward off danger and be 
reminded of his wife. Ulysses’ behavior is therefore not definitively virtuous or immoral. A 
viewer can in part read him as the theoretical concept of a virtuous man evading sin because he 
has tied himself to the mast in order to avoid succumbing to the sirens’ lure, and because he 
looks forward to the image of his wife and the oculi as a possible method of protecting himself 
against temptation. However, a viewer can also read him as immoral because he chooses to hear 
the Sirens’ song. Ulysses instructs his men to plug their ears with wax so that they are not 
tempted by the sirens’ song, but he does not use wax and instead ties himself to the mast so that 
he can hear the song yet will not be lured from his ship by the sirens.  
Though I recognize the integrity here in Ulysses’ choice to bind himself to the mast so 
that he can resist the sirens and return home to his wife, it is not a wholly moral choice. He 
selfishly tells his crew that “me only [Circe] bade listen to [the Sirens’] voices,” so that their ears 
would be clogged with wax and only he could hear their sweet song. Waterhouse’s Ulysses and 
the Sirens, as well as other nineteenth-century representations of this scene, such as Herbert 
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Draper’s painting of the same title from 1909, emphasize the dangers of the fallen woman while 
simultaneously applauding the male by highlighting his ability to resist this temptation. Such 
attitudes about acceptable behavior for different genders indicates a double standard for men and 
women in Victorian society. Ulysses’ ability and choice to enjoy the benefits of the beautiful 
sirens’ song while also avoiding the consequence of death is a benefit only a man in Victorian 
society could enjoy, coinciding with Prettejohn’s comment that Ulysses has “outwitted” the 
sirens by tying himself to the mast, and it seems outwitted the system as well187 Just as Ulysses 
enjoys these pleasures but evades the unpleasant outcomes, the Victorian middle-class male 
could enjoy pleasures, sexual and otherwise, without being chastised by society as women would 
be for the same behavior. This double standard was not only a matter of social graces; it was 
written in British law. The Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 stated that a man could seek divorce 
from his wife solely based on the penalty of adultery, but that a woman could only seek divorce 
for adultery from her husband if he had also caused her physical harm or had abandoned her for 
at least two years.188 This contrasting standard for men and women was in place throughout the 
nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century, as it was not until Divorce Law Reform 
of 1923 Bill that a woman was permitted to divorce her husband for adultery alone.189 
Viewers and readers must also remember that in Homer’s original text, Sirens’ were 
heard and not seen. Nothing in Homer’s Odyssey suggests that Ulysses and his men could 
physically see the Sirens, only that they could hear their “sweet voices” and that the Sirens could 
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“enchant [Ulysses] with their clear song.” Regardless of an artist’s intentions to accurately 
follow Homer’s original text, the intangible and ephemeral nature of sound poses a challenge for 
an artist visually recreating this scene: how can sound be transferred to canvas? Even if an artist 
decided to somehow represent the Sirens’ song as a visual element, of what interest is an image 
of Ulysses and his men rowing forcefully in their ship when beautifully tempting women are not 
present, particularly for a Victorian artist such as Waterhouse who delighted in painting these 
beautiful women, or for the male viewer who loved to gaze at these women? When artists 
bodied-forth audible beauty as a visual and physical female beauty, this was likely an easy means 
by which to deviate from the original text as it would have attracted more attention from viewers.  
What about the Sirens’ song is so alluring, and why is listening to it sinful? A comparison 
of acceptable music of the proper Victorian middle-class woman, such as the “drawing-room 
ballad,” with the beckoning and dangerous Sirens’ song helps explain its immorality. Professor 
of Critical Musicology at the University of Leeds, Derek B. Scott, explains that the purpose of 
the popular Victorian “drawing-room ballad” was to “celebrate[] home and family.”190 These 
songs often upheld and reinforced Victorian class structure, specifically the new middle class, 
and they promoted a woman’s place as an angel in the home. Women were often the ones to sing 
these songs, and Scott notes that they can be characterized as “tightly controlled, written out 
structures,” in keeping with the rigid structure of the Victorian domestic sphere. The lyrics of 
John Howard Payne’s iconic ballad, “Home, Sweet Home,” read:  
I gaze on the moon as I tread the drear wild,  
And feel that my mother now thinks of her child, 
As she looks on that moon from our own cottage door 
Thro’ the woodbine, whose fragrance shall cheer me no more. 
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Home, home, sweet, sweet home! 
There’s no place like home, oh, there’s no place like home!191 
 
Payne’s song upheld middle-class Victorian standards because it celebrated home life, 
particularly for women, and it encouraged one to remain stationary rather than wander. It 
therefore strongly contrasts with the Sirens’ song in Homer’s Odyssey, which encourages 
Ulysses to prolong his voyage and stray from the woman waiting at home, and perhaps this is 
partly what makes it sinful in the Victorians eyes. An excerpt from the Sirens’ song lyrics reads 
as follows: 
Hither, come hither, renowned Ulysses, great glory of the Achaeans, here stay thy barque, that thou may 
listen to the voice of us twain...For lo, we know all things, all the travail that in wide Troy-land the Argives 
and Trojans bare by the gods’ designs, yea, and we know all that shall hereafter be upon the fruitful 
earth.192  
 
This message flatters Ulysses, labeling him as “renowned” and the “great glory of the 
Achaeans,” and it promises him knowledge and discussion of his successes. It therefore directly 
contradicts the elevation of the home that Payne’s song and other popular drawing room ballads 
support. Pauline Nugent notes that the Sirens’ musical proposal would have been Ulysses’ 
Achilles heel, because it is extremely complimentary and appeals to his desire for travel and 
adventure as well as the general desire amongst the Greeks to explore the unknown.193 
Furthermore, this song greatly differed from the typical, structured ballad because it was more 
fluid and less regulated, changing with each encounter of a passing sailor. Victorians therefore 
may have classified the Sirens’ song as sinful: it appealed to vanity, it contradicted the values of 
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domesticity, and the lurid Sirens’ song suggests the femme fatale or fallen woman just as the 
drawing room ballad suggests the angel in the house.  
Waterhouse’s canvas is therefore a place for him to find public success and praise while 
subtly appealing to the male viewer and staying in line with the trend of mythological subject 
matter. Despite some slightly critical reviews, such as the criticism that the sirens’ faces all 
looked the same, Ulysses and the Sirens largely found huge success upon completion, as it 
maintained a balance between adhering to classical sources, pleasing male viewers with his 
lovely idealized faces, and pursuing an interest in painting watery women. Upon the painting’s 
successful exhibition at the Royal Academy, the National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne, 
Australia purchased it only one week after it had been on display, and it has been housed and 
displayed there every since. Its selection for public display in Australia as a representation of 
current English art spoke well for Waterhouse’s style and talent and indicated that he was a 
leading force in the art world. 
While Herbert Draper’s interpretation of the Ulysses and the sirens myth, which is also 
entitled Ulysses and the Sirens (1909; Figure 9), is similar to that of Waterhouse in that they are 
both heavily narrative, represent the myth at the exact same moment with abundant detail that 
conforms to the original text, and use paint to transform hearing into seeing, there are obvious 
differences such as composition, proximity the viewer has to the figures represented, and perhaps 
most importantly, the way in which Draper pictures sirens. The viewer witnesses the scene at eye 
level and at closer range than in Waterhouse’s version, allowing us to clearly see the figures’ 
facial expressions and distinguish fine details. The canvas is divided distinctly between the 
sailors who row forcefully in the left portion of the canvas, and the sirens who beckon the sailors 
on the right. The viewer sees Ulysses fairly straight on and can clearly make out his desperate 
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and crazed expression. The whites of his eyeballs glaringly contrast with his tanned, weathered 
skin, giving him a possessed appearance. He is not composed and thoughtful as Waterhouse’s 
Ulysses is; he appears out of control. Despite his masculine physique and large muscular arms, 
he seems overtaken by inner emotion, which in fact trumps his masculine physical 
characteristics.  
Ulysses’ passionate emotion is a reminder of the longstanding belief that too much sexual 
pleasure can emasculate a man, making this hero of Draper’s painting representative of intense 
desire. Melinda Gough’s article, “Tasso’s Enchantress, Tasso’s Captive Woman,” looks to 
Torquato Tasso’s epic poem, La Gerusalemme Liberata (1581), or Jerusalem Delivered, to 
examine various manifestations of the enchantresses and the men they emasculate.194 She 
considers the relationship between the poet Tasso and his epic poem as well the relationship 
between Rinaldo, the paladin in the poem who fights for Charlemagne and Christianity, and 
Armida, the sorceress who has been sent to stop the crusaders but instead falls in love with 
Rinaldo.195 Gough points out the “ubiquitous Renaissance metaphor: the dangers of poetry as a 
Siren or Circe, one whose beauty is often exposed as an empty lie.”196 Both poetry and Armida, 
the enchantress, function as Sirens in that their intense pleasure can put man and his masculinity 
to sleep, just like a Sirens’ song.197 This Sirens’ song extracts a man’s effeminate nature to the 
point where he becomes a slave to woman’s distress.198 By suggesting that man may be prone to 
                                                
194 Melinda Gough, “Tasso’s Enchantress, Tasso’s Captive Woman,” Renaissance Quarterly 54 (Summer 
2001): 523-552. 
 
195 Ibid., 526. 
 
196 Ibid. 
 
197 Ibid., 530. 
 
198 Ibid. 
 105 
emasculation through experiencing and expressing too much sexual passion, representations of 
men alongside sultry water enchantresses, such as Draper’s Ulysses and the Sirens, was a 
warning to man against falling prey to the song of Sirens in their own society. 
Ulysses crew in Draper’s painting rows in unison, specifically at the point where they are 
pulling back their oars to move forward, which in this case is to the left of the painting, yet the 
sirens yearningly beckon the men from the right, attempting to pull them in the other direction or 
to at least halt the boat. This push and pull, which generates beautiful balance throughout the 
composition, is particularly apparent in the interaction with the closest sailor to the viewer and 
the red-headed siren in the foreground. The sailor looks determinedly forward, attempting to 
avoid the temptress that sings directly in front of him, and pulls back on the oar while the siren 
gracefully yet assuredly lays her right arm down the length of the boat and her left hand on this 
sailor’s oar in attempt to push it in the opposite direction and stop movement of the vessel. While 
the male sailor uses force and raw physical power to resist the siren, she uses gentle, subtle 
cunning to win him over. Draper executes this battle as an emotional tug of war to emphasize a 
difference between the sexes: the physical strength of the men and the subtly-dangerous 
emotional power of women.  
Draper’s sensual, leggy sirens contrast with Waterhouse’s more classical, part-bird sirens. 
Their bodies are completely human, with the exception of the red-haired siren in the foreground, 
whose slippery, silver fish tail certainly does not subtract from her sensuality. The brown-haired 
siren above her who kneels and leans against the boat appears to have only just transformed from 
a fish-tailed siren to a full human female now that she has completely emerged from the water. 
Her beautiful legs may be more effective than a fish tail in seducing male viewers, if not Ulysses 
and his crew whose view of the Sirens’ legs may be obstructed by the ship. The abundance of 
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exposed female skin suggests that Draper aimed to show as much nudity as possible without 
offending viewers, and the appropriately placed fishtail on the red-haired siren and the 
transparent, gauzy drapery on the siren at right may only serve as concealing props. The sensual, 
beckoning body language of the sirens, particularly the two front sirens who lean and reach 
forward into the space of the sailors (the boat) – confident and unashamed – shows their physical 
aggression and sexual forwardness. 
While Waterhouse’s interpretation of the Sirens was praised as “the favourite [painting] 
of the year,” Draper’s painting received mixed reviews because he chose a more erotic route for 
his Sirens that seemed to stray too far from the original text.199 Upon the painting’s exhibition at 
the Royal Academy in 1909, one critic from The Times shows repulsion with Draper’s 
aggressive beings when pointing out that the original Sirens “did not cling to the ship; they were 
beings of an undescribed form who sat in a meadow and sang.”200 He chastises Draper for not 
adhering to the original text, asserting that the artist “should have looked up his Odyssey before 
painting,” and concludes with the statement: “Really painters ought not thus to emend the text of 
their authorities.”201 That Draper would have had access to the same classical Siren Vase in the 
British Museum Waterhouse used as a model, even further emphasizes Draper’s deviation from 
the Homer’s Odyssey and from visual examples from antiquity. A more positive review from The 
English Illustrated Magazine references Draper’s straying from tradition as “a firm appeal to the 
imagination.”202 This critic calls the sirens “weird unearthly forms,” and compliments Draper for 
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convincing the viewer that his sirens are “soulless...creatures of the cruel sea, whose faces are 
pitiless and whose breath is a very warrant of death.”203  
Another means by which Draper’s Sirens entice and capture their prey is with long, rope-
like hair laced with seaweed. In Victorian visual representations of mythology, literature, fairy 
tales, and painting, a woman’s hair was a quintessential attribute and possible tool in confirming 
her domesticity or in attracting a man. Elisabeth Gitter refers to a Victorian woman’s hair as “the 
text that explains her.”204 Victorian society was infatuated with a woman’s hair, whether this was 
the proper real-life Victorian lady who created a nest of comfort for her family and purchased the 
newly popular suites of hair jewelry to ornament her tresses, or a beautiful but evil enchantress 
who seduced men with her luxurious hair then used it like a spider web to entrap them.205  
The Sirens in Draper’s painting certainly fall into latter category, aiming to first attract 
and later ensnare passers by with their beautiful locks. One may consider the vantage point in 
Draper’s painting hindering because it obstructs a view of the sirens faces, but in exchange for a 
frontal view of the enchantresses, this perspective allows for a glimpse of their long, seductive 
hair. Though soaked from water, it flows dramatically with the windy movement of the vessel 
and the tension of the scene. In addition to working a tool of attraction in its beauty, the wetness 
of the long hair makes it rope-like, suggesting entrapment. Similar to the Sirens’ hair is that of 
the beautiful faery’s child in Waterhouse’s La Belle Dame Sans Merci, a painting based on John 
Keat’s poem, “La Belle Dame Sans Merci” (1819), where the faery’s child seduces a knight with 
promises of love and romance, but eventually entraps him and leaves him ill, “alone and palely 
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loitering” on the “cold hill side.”206 Waterhouse’s faery’s child sits barefooted in a meadow and 
looks face-to-face with a kneeling, armoured knight, whom she has literally ensnared with her 
beautiful hair and drawn close to her. The girl’s hair is magical in its incredible length, and it 
serves simultaneously as a tool of beauty and a noose for the knight, who may not yet be aware 
of his predicament. Though Waterhouse’s image is a more overt and direct example of hair as a 
temptress when compared with Draper’s sirens, it shows Victorians were aware of hair as a 
significant visual tool that gives enchantresses manipulative power over man. 
After its appearance in the 1909 Royal Academy exhibition, Draper sold Ulysses and the 
Sirens directly to Ferens Art Gallery, one of the Hull Museums in Kingston upon Hull.207 Draper 
suggested he was very pleased that his work would be available for public view when Ferens Art 
Gallery purchased the painting, saying he was happy that “[his] work [would] not be buried in a 
private collection as is too often the case.”208 Despite this comment, most of Draper’s work that 
pictures nude women moving through the water seems to be painted specifically for the benefit 
of the male gaze and possibly male private collectors.  
Draper painted so many images of women and water during his career that this seemed 
his favorite subject, and this included A Sea Maiden (1894; Figure 42), Calypso’s Isle (1897), 
The Foam Sprite (1897), and Flying Fish (1909; Figure 43). Though the subject matter of these 
paintings may fall outside the topic of this dissertation because the women do not conform to my 
definition of a water enchantress, consideration of these images as a group of women and water 
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images by Draper supports their function as an object of the male gaze. Observe The Foam 
Sprite, for example, where a young nude girl straddles a dolphin emerging from the ocean’s 
surface: though some critics accurately noted Draper’s representation of “the wonderful sea” and 
the girl’s “joie de vivre,” others pointed to the more overt eroticism of the image, referring to her 
as “piquante” (racy) and “mischievous.”209 George P. Landow, notes the similarity between this 
painting and a “tacky pinup[].”210 Critics are just as harsh when referencing Draper’s other 
women and water paintings, such as The Sea Maiden, which one reviewer said is “grotesque” 
and that Draper should “leave the painting of sirens to Sir Edward Burne-Jones,” and Flying 
Fish, which angered a critic because it was not “dispensed” from 1921 exhibition of British 
Marine Painting because it “detracts from the otherwise high standard maintained.”211  
While I value Draper’s body of women and water paintings, a consideration of this 
grouping as a whole primarily suggests female sensuality that is emphasized through the 
movement of these nude female bodies through water. Just as my discussion of John Everett 
Millais’ Ophelia in Chapter One posits that water makes Ophelia more beautiful because the 
Millais tweaks the laws of physics as Ophelia drowns in the book, Draper also uses water to 
make his women more beautiful, but he does so by plunging nude female bodies in water so that 
they are soaked, reflective, and slippery because he is most interested in the erotic appeal of a 
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wet body. His figures all share the quality of languid movement and fluidity as they are 
immersed in this element with a sense of abandonment.  
One review of Draper’s Calypso’s Isle is complimentary of the painting because of the 
brilliant manner in which the artist renders the sea.212 He says the water is “the most magical 
colour in the world,” and even though he compares it with a list of sea-coloured gemstones, he 
says its beauty is too difficult to describe.213 I reference Draper’s mastery of water representation 
not only because it shows his career-long devotion to this natural element, but because one can 
see from his many beautiful nudes in the water that he found a connection between the often 
mythical, water woman and water. Note for example Draper’s Flying Fish, where an unidentified 
version of a female ocean figure emerges swiftly up and out of the water to reach for a group of 
jumping fish. Draper captures her at the exact moment that she rapidly and efficiently emerges 
from the water, and the reflective line running down her back and the water still clinging to her 
buttocks as she meets the air and connects her and the ocean. Draper’s women bend and twist in 
the water with such fluid movements that they very much seem a part of the water, in a way that 
Millias’ Ophelia or even Waterhouse’s bird-bodied sirens are not. This reflective, slippery 
quality of the bodies and their smooth movement relates to water in a manner that is sensual, 
erotic, and attractive to a male viewer.  
 
Water Nymphs 
An excerpt from Hesiod’s Theogony provides significant information about water 
nymphs, another type of female water enchantress from classical mythology. Hesiod says: 
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Three-thousand slender-ankled ocean nymphs, 
Long-stepping, tread this earth; and, scatter’d far, 
Haunt everywhere alike the depths of the lakes; 
A glorious sisterhood of goddesses.214 
 
If sirens seem somewhat anonymous and lacking in identity because they are often identified in 
groups and resemble one another, nymphs are even more so. Hesiod indicates here that there are 
three-thousand ocean nymphs alone, which means there are even more when accounting for the 
other type of nymph, the land nymphs. Because there were so many nymphs, they are present 
throughout the earth and many types of natural waters – oceans, rivers, lakes and streams – and 
are “scatter’d far, haunt[ing] everywhere alike.” Nymphs are present everywhere as fairly 
anonymous creatures, identified as a group of beautiful, dainty, often sensually mischievous 
female deities, a “glorious sisterhood of goddesses.” 
Hesiod’s Theogony is not the only source that helps describe water nymphs, but most 
other accounts from antiquity correspond with his definition as a large sisterhood of lovely but 
minor female deities who roam the sea. Ovid’s Metamorphoses looks specifically at the fifty 
daughters of ocean nymph, Doris, to describe them: 
Fair Doris here her blooming daughters led, 
Some frolic in old Ocean’s azure bed, 
Some ride on fishes, others on the rocks,  
Seem to recline, and dry their humid locks; 
Not wholly different, yet not quite the same,  
Their features their affinity proclaim.215 
 
Ovid’s explanation here of the activity of water nymphs most likely provided textual evidence 
for artists seeking to paint the activity of the nymphs. The way in which he tells that the nymphs 
“frolic in the old Ocean’s azure bed,” “ride on fishes, others on rocks,” or “recline, and dry their 
humid locks,” suggests Draper’s painting entitled The Foam Sprite already briefly mentioned, 
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where the girl rides atop a dolphin. Here, happy and sensual sprite frolics happily in the ocean, 
exemplary of the flirtatious, carefree attitude of a nymph.  
Nymphs are present in many mythological stories from antiquity, and Jean Lemprière’s 
Classical Dictionary is again a valuable source that amasses this information and would have 
been widely read by Victorian’s interested in mythology. While nymph is a generalized name for 
this female deity, sea nymphs were also called oceanides, naiades, potamides, and limnade, and 
were often labeled as such in paintings.216 Though they are present in many mythological 
accounts, including Hesiod’s Theogony, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Homer’s Odyssey, and 
Pausanias’ Description of Greece, in many of these accounts the nymphs exist in fairly 
generalized groups and lack a single, definitive narrative that is associated with them, such as 
sirens being associated with story of Ulysses and the Sirens. There are certain cases where 
nymphs are specified, such as in Ovid’s Metamorphoses which talks of the nymph Doris and her 
daughters, who also have names, but in Ovid’s text they are still discussed as a group of pretty 
female deities.  
Waterhouse’s 1893 painting entitled A Naiad presents the beautiful but fairly standard 
water enchantress that is typical of water nymph representation. The naiad, whose exemplifies an 
ideal Waterhouse beauty seen in paintings like Ulysses and the Sirens, emerges slowly from a 
river and peeks through the slender trees lining the river at an oblivious boy lying on the bank, 
either sleeping or unaware of her presence. The naiad is innocent and shy but also curious and 
mischievous, and while it seems certain that she will soon approach the boy, for what purpose – 
innocent romance or entrapment – it is unclear. Jennifer Larson points out that nymphs often 
look the same as female mortals, are attractive to men, sexual, promiscuous, and exhibit cultish 
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behavior with other nymphs, and their initial appeal often changes to aggressive behavior that 
causes deaths of mortal men.217 Because it is often difficult to differentiate between an attractive 
yet malicious mortal woman and a nymph, such as coquettish female figure in Waterhouse’s 
painting, this hazy line of distinction between mortal and deity draws a connection between the 
sexual possibly dangerous water nymphs represented visually in the nineteenth century and 
sexually deviant mortal woman.  
One of the most popular nineteenth-century British images representing water nymphs is 
Waterhouse’s Hylas and the Nymphs (1896), taken also from a very familiar narrative 
surrounding nymphs often referred to as the “Rape of Hylas” from various classical sources such 
as Apollonius’ Argonautica and the thirteenth Idyll of Theocritus. In the story, Hercules brings 
the boy Hylas, the son of King Theoidamas, on the voyage with the Jason and the Argonauts to 
retrieve the Golden Fleece, a winged ram with gold fur, so that Jason can become King of Iolcos. 
Hercules killed King Theoidamas in battle, and afterwards he became a companion and father 
figure to Hylas, he trained him to become a warrior, and the two became lovers. During the 
voyage, the Argonauts landed temporarily in Mysia, and in preparing for a feast, the young Hylas 
goes searching for water.218 Hylas comes across the spring called Pegae, where many water 
nymphs are dancing.219 The nymphs spot Hylas with his water pitcher and are immediately 
overwhelmed by an attraction for the boy, so when reaches to fill his pitcher with water from the 
spring, he falls in and is pulled under by the nymphs. When Hylas fails to return to his group, 
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Hercules goes desperately searching to find him, and when he does not return to the ship on time, 
the Argonauts leave without him. 
A significant point at which different versions of this tale diverge is when Hylas arrives 
at the spring where the nymphs are dancing. Some accounts, such as Apollonius’ Argonautica, 
say there is only one nymph in the water who kidnaps Hylas. Apollonius’ says that there is “but 
one, a water-nymph...just rising from the fair-flowing spring” who sees Hylas’ “rosy flush of his 
beauty and sweet grace,” becomes enamored by him.220 As soon as he places his pitcher into the 
water, she “laid her left arm above upon his neck yearning to kiss his tender mouth; and with her 
right hand she drew down his elbow, and plunged him into the midst of the eddy.”221 Although 
the encounter between Hylas and the nymph abruptly ends here, Apollonius suggests violence 
afterwards when the Argonaut, Polyphemus, tells Hercules that he is afraid robbers or wild 
creatures are “tearing him to pieces” because he heard Hylas cry.222 Other accounts of this story, 
such as the Thirteenth Idyll of Theocrites, say there are many nymphs in the water who pull 
Hylas under. Theocrites says there is a “choir” of nymphs in the water, and that “the Nymphs all 
clasped [Hylas’] hand; for love seized all/Love for the Argive boy; and he did fall/Plumping at 
once into the water dark.”223 Whereas Apollonius’ tale of Hylas ends in violence, that of 
Theocritus ends with a tender and almost maternal takeover: “[Hylas] upon their knees/The 
Nymphs soft held; him dropping many a tear/With soft enticing words they tried to cheer.”224 
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In painting Hylas and the Nymphs, Waterhouse leans in the direction of Theocritus’ text 
and paints an entire gathering of water nymphs rather than a single nymph that we see in 
Apollonius’ text. Waterhouse floods his canvas with seven nymphs, the same as the number of 
sirens in his Ulysses and the Sirens, seemingly as a means to show off his talent for painting 
beautiful women. If this was the case, Waterhouse was successful by Victorian standards, and 
critics noted the many pretty faces of his nymphs.225 As in his Ulysses and the Sirens, 
Waterhouse has positioned the viewer slightly higher than the figures in the painting and to 
slightly to the side, so that we are facing the water nymphs and can clearly make out their lovely 
faces. Unlike the more forward, hovering sirens in Ulysses and the Sirens, the nymphs here have 
a tender, heartfelt passion and a youthful sexual charge. The third nymph from the right lifts her 
hair off her shoulders and back as if rising from the water caused it to adhere to her skin. All of 
the nymphs have flowers beautifully placed in their hair, and whether they were placed there 
intentionally as a pretty decoration or they are accidentally beautiful because they landed on the 
nymphs heads after rising from the water is not certain, but regardless, this adds to their youthful 
beauty and suggested innocence, even if the innocence is not genuine. Waterhouse uses a 
variation of colors for the bodies of the nymphs as a way to reveal their beauty, seeming innocent 
but ultimate destructive. Above the water, they have the creamy, pale, and smooth skin of a 
youthful girl, and we see here the nymphs’ “white bosoms” that Apollonius mentions.226 Less 
visible in reproductions but very apparent when viewing the painting are the bright, blood-red 
lips of each of the nymphs as a hint of sexual energy with an otherwise innocent youthful figure, 
and also an inclusion that suggests danger to Hylas.  
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Although critics recognized the pretty faces Waterhouse’s painting, the majority of the 
reviews disapproved of this painting because all of the nymphs looked the same. A critic from 
The Times complained that the nymphs look so much alike, it is as if Waterhouse only used one 
model: “This spoils the illusion; even mythology ought, in a picture, be made to be seem real, 
and the spectator ought not be forced, as he is here, to think of the model and the studio.”227 
Looking at the picture, however, it is difficult to comprehend how Waterhouse’s standardization 
of his ideal woman, a practice he carried with him in the various nymph faces here and 
throughout other pictures of female beauties, should be criticized. Prettejohn notes the hazard in 
analyzing the number of models Waterhouse used for his paintings, because he “generali[zed] 
and ideali[zed] the features of his models” and “may have used his well-trained visual memory 
to import reminiscences of favourite types.”228 Rather than bringing a viewer down to earth and 
making one “think of the model and the studio,” Waterhouse’s standardization of the ideal 
Victorian beauty and his unification of these beauties through groups of nymphs and sirens 
transports the viewer into the myth and creates a unified identity for water enchantresses.  
Waterhouse’s painting is an appropriate close to the chapter because unlike the outcome 
of the Ulysses and the Sirens myth, Hylas fully surrenders to his captors. In the image, Hylas is 
at the same time overwhelmed by the swarm of equally-beautiful nymphs and entranced by one 
in particular, the center nymph who reaches forward, gently grasping his arm before pulling him 
into the water. The determined and almost possessed stares as they gaze at Hylas present an 
unusual and erotic contrast with their otherwise youthful innocence. It is as if the usual, 
theoretical concept of the male gaze which situates woman as object has been reversed; the 
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nymphs here devour beautiful Hylas with their gaze and a brazed forwardness that is 
unacceptable for the proper Victorian lady. The center nymph who holds Hylas’ hand and arm 
shows more reserve, using a slightly different tactic of making a more tender connection with 
Hylas to lure him under, but she, too, is unashamed and forward in her touch of his arm and her 
direct confrontation.  
Because Waterhouse’s Hylas does not have to put up a fight here and he willingly 
submits to the nymphs, he is substantially weaker than other tempted heroes we have seen. In 
other representations of this scene, and particularly those in antiquity which often refer to it as 
“The Rape of Hylas,” the nymphs are glaringly more violent and Hylas has less of a choice. The 
marble Opus sectile panel representing the Rape of Hylas by the Nymphs (4th century BCE; 
Figure 44) from the Basilica of Junius Bassus shows Hylas struggling to escape from two 
aggressive nymphs who pull at his hair and arms, and a nineteenth-century marble sculpture by 
Welsh artist, John Gibson, entitled Hylas Surprised by the Naiads (1827-?36, exhibited 1837; 
Figure 45) shows Hylas as a small and weak adolescent boy overtaken by two large, overbearing 
women. Many viewers who had seen these earlier interpretations of this scene were quick to 
blame the aggressive nymphs for Hylas’ downfall, but Waterhouse’s Hylas and the Nymphs 
presents an unusual relationship between guilty females and a guilty male.229 The nymphs are a 
warning to female viewers against behaving too flirtatious or aggressive with men, and Hylas is a 
warning to the male viewer against falling into the trap of a nymph. Waterhouse has created an 
image that is more about taking someone through the emotional force of seduction rather than 
aggressive, physical force. However, what seems to be suggested here is that using mental force, 
seduction or temptation, is just as abominable as physical force that was seen in older versions. A 
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woman’s physical force was not feared in Victorian England, but what was perceived as the 
ability to subtle manipulate through beauty was considered quite dangerous. Perhaps it was more 
difficult even to resist the subtle, manipulative force of a woman than the physical abduction 
than we see in other versions of the same story. 
When first considering the these female water enchantresses as a group, it is easy to draw 
a hasty conclusion that they represent a scorned fallen woman who has been stripped of her title 
as angel in the home and cast outside the walls of domesticity because of adultery, or a prostitute 
who lives in the streets of London. They could also represent the cunning femme fatale who has 
been demoted to the dredges of society but is resurrected through myth as a siren who temps men 
and in retaliation attempts to lure them to their deaths. However, when considering these thrilling 
representations of water enchantresses alongside the sad, pathetic, and victimized fallen women 
from Chapter one, female water enchantresses do not directly represent either of these 
personalities. Enchantress images in part served as a warning to proper women against 
succumbing to vile and forward sexual behavior seen in these female water enchantresses, but 
they also served a deeper purpose. To picture a fallen woman, who has committed crimes against 
her husband, their family, and society, as beautiful sirens would be doing them too much justice. 
As we saw in Chapter One, fallen women are often reserved for sad pictures of drowned women, 
warnings of what could happen to them if they misbehave.  
Rather than representing one particular type of woman, enchantresses denote man’s 
perception of women whom they both desire and fear. Looking again to the narrative of the 
water enchantress outlined at the beginning of the chapter, we see that man goes to water both as 
a means of survival, such as a passageway home for Ulysses or nourishment for Hylas. Just as 
this water can save these heroes, it can also destroy them, because it houses lovely but dangerous 
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female creatures who aim to stop the heroes from their return home or their survival. They 
appeal to the man’s basest and most vain desires, praising him through song, promising infinite 
knowledge, hurling their bodies at him as a sexual offering, and coddling like a child when he 
falls into the water. These enchantresses promise shallow satisfaction that can leads to their 
downfall. Water can therefore either preserve or destroy a man, and the sirens and other water 
enchantresses living in the water represent conflicting emotions they have about women – 
fascination, attraction, a desire for knowledge, and fear.  
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Chapter Three 
 
James Tissot’s Women Aboard Ships 
 
In James Tissot’s Portsmouth Dockyard (How Happy I Could be With Either) (c. 1877; 
Figure 46), two middle-class Victorian women ride leisurely alongside a Highland sergeant in a 
small boat in the Portsmouth Harbour. The pretty woman dressed in stripes at left looks up at the 
sergeant with a flirtatious expression, and her closed parasol reveals the subtle but well-known 
message in Victorian body language that she desires his advances.230 The sergeant reciprocates 
the attention, turning and leaning in very close to her with a penetrating gaze and away from the 
other woman. The ignored woman dressed in plaid at right sits with wide, unbelieving eyes, and 
her long fingers awkwardly hold her open parasol, suggesting that she finds the other woman’s 
behavior to be too eager.231 Though she and the Highland sergeant are united by red tartan plaid – 
tartan being a fashionable pattern for women in the late nineteenth century – there is a definite 
romantic fissure between the two. Perhaps their coordination in dress indicates that they were 
once a pair, but that the sergeant has a wandering eye? The woman at right seems to ask herself 
where she is supposed to look and how she can most naturally position her hands now that her 
presence is superfluous. While the title of this painting suggests that the sergeant is trying to 
decide which woman he should choose, the lively conversation between him and the woman at 
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left and the slumped, embarrassed pose of the woman at right make it clear he has already made 
his decision.  
Tissot seems here to delight in toying with the feelings of these three painted figures, yet 
this play with emotions is harmless because he uses his canvas as a space to explore the 
complexities of social situations involving romantic love and etiquette. During Tissot’s years 
living in London, he painted many such scenes representing modern, bourgeois Victorian women 
socializing with men on ships. In these paintings he explores the behavior and sexual tension 
between figures in a leisurely and watery setting along the southern coasts of England, which 
became a destination spot for recreation and socialization during the popular regatta season and 
allowed artists to showcase these figures amidst Britain’s unparalleled naval power of the 
nineteenth century. Like many figures in Tissot’s ship scenes, the trio in Portsmouth Dockyard is 
so self-consumed that they seem distracted from the beauty of their nautical surroundings. The 
shaded area of Portsmouth Harbour at right shows clear, blue-green water, and the matching 
sailors in pristine white uniforms row in unison past the large sailing ships with allegorical 
figureheads towering above. At left, the openness of the harbour gives way to sun atop the 
water’s surface, making the viewer feel as if they must squint their eyes at the bright, shimmery 
reflection. Rather than soaking up the beauty of this scene – the glassy water, the impressive 
warships, and rowing sailors in the background – the three figures in Tissot’s painting only 
concern themselves with frivolous matters of flirtation. While frolicking in this grand, nautical 
setting that celebrates Britain’s reign as leader of the seas, Tissot’s figures seem to embody 
Theodosia Chapman’s definition of the heavily-used nineteenth-century term, vulgarity, meaning 
“selfishness” and John Ruskin’s description of vulgarity as the “inability to conceive noble 
character or emotion.” 
 122 
This painting is one example of many by Tissot that pictures the poor taste and skewed 
priorities of the Victorian parvenu in a watery setting of large ships and intricate rigging. These 
grand paintings of women socializing on vessels are a distinct body of images within Tissot’s 
own oeuvre and within the broader scope of Victorian painting, and their completion can be 
isolated to the timeframe of 1871 and 1878, which was the first portion of his residence in 
London (1871-1882).232 He was born in the port town of Nantes, France, where he developed a 
love for the water and its ships at an early age. Because Nantes was an industrial town in the 
nineteenth century located on the Loire River and was navigable to large ships, Tissot would 
have learned the intricacies of classic sailing ships and newer steamers. When developing an 
interest in English ways after a trip to London and after an association with the Franco-Prussian 
War in 1870 – 71 and the Paris Commune, he moved to London and resided there for eleven 
years, primarily painting grand ship scenes until he returned to Paris in 1882. 
Because Tissot is alone as an artist who painted such a distinct grouping of images 
representing bourgeois behavior in a maritime setting, his works are the primary topic of this 
chapter. As leisure became a principle part in people’s lives in the Victorian Era, socializing by 
the water emerged as a popular form of recreation. Spending time at the seaside, rowing a skiff 
down the river, and attending balls onboard large ships were a primary means by which women 
were exposed to and could connect (or separate) literally and figuratively with water. Female 
figures considered in previous chapters of this dissertation are primarily derived from mythology 
or other narrative sources and relate symbolically to the actual middle class woman; this chapter 
is unique because it looks to Tissot’s women and water paintings to consider the relationship 
between the modern and newly-affluent Victorian amidst a setting of large vessels and small 
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ships in rivers, harbours, straits and oceans, and it is therefore a fitting close for chapters dealing 
directly with paintings of women and water. 
This chapter argues that Tissot’s modern paintings of Victorian women socializing in 
ships and on the water provide a glimpse into the behavior of the vulgar, middle-class woman in 
watery settings as well as an understanding of their relationship with these grand, nautical 
surroundings. Vulgar people were a faction of Victorian society that emerged with industrialism, 
and the new middle class, specifically the fashionably ostentatious and flirtatious women Tissot 
employs as his subjects, exemplify vulgarity. The chapter recognizes the importance of the 
maritime setting as a place of recreation for the social-climbing middle class, especially because 
Britain celebrated its reign as leader of the seas in the nineteenth century and this group was 
eager to associate themselves with the royalty and aristocracy who initiated this trend of 
socializing on the water. By placing vulgar women within watery settings – be it Portsmouth 
Harbour that boasts traditional and elegant sailing ships as specimens of Britain’s maritime 
power or a polluted section of the River Thames that has also been ransacked of its natural 
beauty – Tissot highlights in these paintings the growing concerns about harms of Britain’s 
Industrial Society and its departure from truth and nature.  
 
The Thames (1876) 
To fully understand the complex relationship between women and water in Tissot’s 
Portsmouth Dockyard (How Happy I Could be with Either), one must look first to the painting’s 
predecessor, The Thames (1876; Figure 47), a work that through its questionable content and 
poor reception inspired and demanded an amended version. The Thames was painted a year prior 
to Portsmouth Dockyard, and though it is relatively similar in composition, this earlier painting 
 124 
cinched Tissot’s reputation as an artist of vulgar society. In the painting, a Royal Naval Officer 
and two women recline on the rear deck of a steam launch in the Pool of London, and one critic 
refers to the group as “three persons, two ugly, low-bred women, and a male companion to 
match them.”233 The women lounge casually on the deck and hold black umbrellas that cast 
shadows on their faces, suggesting shadiness. They appear almost too comfortable, as if they 
have forgotten to retain their feminine composure in the presence of male company. The 
women’s dubious nature is buttressed by their male companion, a Royal Naval Officer. Some 
sailors the Royal Navy held poor reputations in the mid-nineteenth century, as they were known 
to drink, frequently visit prostitutes, and display other immoral behavior.234 There was such 
concern regarding sailors’ interactions with prostitutes that Parliament passed the Contagious 
Disease Act in 1864, which aimed to lower the venereal disease rate and improve the standing of 
sailors in ports by controlling prostitution.235  
Though critics acknowledged Tissot’s abilities as a talented painter, most agreed that this 
painting was unacceptable in its direct representation of vulgar society: 
...is, indeed, an amazing example to come from the hands of an accomplished artist of good French 
training, even if he has frequently hit on a low stratum of British society for his subjects...One is sorry to 
see such a picture, undeniably ‘clever’ as it is, on the ‘line’ of the Royal Academy.236 
 
This writer does not question Tissot’s skill in the painting; it is the subject matter that is 
problematic. Vulgar “group[s] of snobs” socializing on ships were a motif running throughout 
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Tissot’s pictures.237 Vulgarity was a social phenomenon new and unique to the nineteenth 
century, which seemed to manifest itself primarily in the newly-wealthy middle class. Simon 
Gunn differentiates between the working class, the middle class, and the aristocracy or gentry in 
nineteenth-century England. The distinction of the working class, or “wage earning class” lies in 
their title, as they work in manual labor in order to earn their wages.238 In addition to the manual 
nature of their work, they were different from the middle class because they did not own 
property.239 On the other end of the spectrum, the aristocracy or gentry was born into wealth and 
therefore was not required to do any work to survive and did not “active[ly] participat[e] in the 
productive economy.”240 
The middle class fell between the working class and aristocracy as a new social group in 
the British nineteenth-century and is therefore more difficult to define. They are commonly 
characterized by their participation in and rise to wealth through the Industrial Revolution, often 
involving ties with manufacturing and trade, ownership of land, as well as political connections 
and affiliations with certain religions, but Gunn says that culture was a leading component in 
their identity.241 Many members of the middle class made a very conscious effort to attend 
socially acceptable cultural activities, such as art exhibitions, concerts, and theater, so that their 
presence and appearance in society would be on par with their newfound money and elevation in 
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status. Gunn explains that this awareness of culture is synonymous with the bourgeois mentality 
that was also present throughout Europe and was demonstrated by an emphasis of art, education, 
and an overall sense of “public visibility and display.”242 While bourgeois ideals within Britain 
were not only limited to the middle-class, the middle class was the major group within Britain 
that embodied bourgeois values and standards.  
Tying in with the bourgeois interest in public appearances was the notion of leisure, or 
“recreation” as it was commonly referred to in the nineteenth century. Recreation was a new 
concept in Victorian culture and an opportunity for this group to parade their knowledge of art 
and other intellectual subjects while also showing off the latest fashions. While activities of 
recreation existed previously to some degree, there had been no clear separation between work 
and play, and they had been intertwined with little distinction.243 By the mid-nineteenth century, 
however, the Industrial Revolution had gained momentum in Britain, making it the “first mature 
industrial society” where economic success brought time for recreation, particularly for members 
of the new middle class. The middle class rose in wealth, rank, and dominance through the 
Industrial Revolution, and because they were extremely proud of their new place within British 
society and of Britain’s place as a major world leader, and they awarded themselves with 
recreational activities. 
Acceptable leisure for the British middle class was varied, but it often circulated around 
the water. It was customary to visit the seaside, boat casually down the Thames and in regattas, 
and socialize on larger ships, as seen in Tissot’s paintings. Britain was dominant as a world 
                                                
242 Ibid., 25, 29. 
 
243 Peter Bailey, Leisure and Class in Victorian England (Great Britain: Routledge and Kegan Paul, Ltd., 
1978), 2-4. 
 
 127 
leader in the nineteenth century, and their reign over the seas during the Victorian Era may in 
part account for the trend of recreating on or near the water. By the end of the Napoleonic Wars 
and after their victory in the Battle of Trafalgar specifically, Britain emerged as the leading 
power with their Royal Navy at the helm.244 The Navy had been Britain’s “first line of defense 
against invasion and the principal means of projecting power overseas” during these conflicts, 
and although their victory allowed them to cut back on their efforts with fewer ships of the line 
and less money spent on the Navy, Britain maintained their power at sea throughout the 
Victorian Era.245 Sea power was therefore a point of pride for the people of Britain, particularly 
in the late nineteenth century: advertisements featured sailors, literature for adults and children 
were centered around naval battles, artists painted naval scenes that “concentrated upon the 
heroism, drama and glory of warfare,” and as evidenced by Tissot’s images, people took part in 
water recreation as a chance to celebrate Britain’s dominance. Although the cult of domesticity 
was certainly still in place for women of the middle class, an “urban public sphere” formed in the 
later nineteenth century where the bourgeois middle class embraced “public display and 
visibility” in socialization rather than entertaining at home.246 The water and its vessels therefore 
became a place where the British could celebrate their success through socialization and leisure.  
It was from the culturally aware nouveau riches group of the middle-class circles that the 
notion of vulgarity was conceived. While a certain level of cultural elevation and refinement was 
supported, selfish obsession with public appearances and ostentatious displays of wealth were 
frowned upon. A Concise Etymological Dictionary of the English Language from 1901 defines 
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vulgar as “belonging to the common people,” and the dictionary also implements vulgarity as a 
definition of many other words with negative connotations such as a “snob,” and “slang.”247 John 
Camden Hotten’s The Slang Dictionary: Or, The Vulgar Words, Street Phrases, and “Fast” 
Expressions of High and Low Society (1872), shows in its title the synonymy of slang and 
vulgarity, and in the dictionary he makes connections between vulgarity and common 
lowliness.248 Susan David Bernstein and Elsie B. Michie note that “vulgarity became less a 
matter of what one said or did than how one did it and in what context,” and this usually meant 
“aggressive social aspirations behind material accumulation.”249 It was as if Britain’s new 
industrial society that allowed for social and economic mobility bred vulgarity; people had the 
ability to raise their wealth and status, and this often resulted in distasteful conduct. 
In many ways, Victorian vulgarity does not seem far from the present day values of 
humility, selflessness, and nobility that make up a strong sense of character. John Ruskin called 
vulgarity the “inability to conceive noble character or emotion” and “deathful selfishness.”250 For 
example, he criticizes “coarseness of language and manners” not for those who do not have 
access to education, but for those who have money and education but do not take advantage of 
those opportunities.251 In “A Dialogue on Vulgarity,” Theodosia Chapman also relates vulgarity 
to strong character when saying, “vulgarity is a fruit of selfishness, but selfishness and vulgarity 
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are not convertible terms. Vulgarity is the obtrusively assertive temper of the self – the ego, in 
social life.”252 
British critics often chastised Tissot’s pictures of modern-day women recreating and 
socializing on the water as vulgar, and these images are in large part based on the nineteenth-
century trend of leisure in nineteenth-century Britain. They also coincide with the growing 
movements of modernity and Impressionism originating in France, exemplified by iconic images 
such as Manet’s Olympia and Renoir’s Bal du Moulin de la Galette, which is not surprising 
considering the French-born Tissot communicated with his avant-garde French contemporaries 
and was even asked to participate in Impressionist exhibitions.253 Although most of Tissot’s 
paintings have more precise brushstrokes when compared with the impasto seen in Impressionist 
paintings, they were similarly avant-garde because they shared the same modern subject matter. 
Tissot’s leisurely images turn away from the academic tradition that represents lofty 
mythological or religious subjects in their respective narratives and instead directly picture the 
modern bourgeois woman socializing in Victorian society. 
Those who were offended by Tissot’s modern imagery were critical because it did not 
represent the lofty subject matter that coincided with academic tradition, and it instead looked to 
the less-than-ideal proceedings of the everyday life of the bourgois woman in Victorian Britain. 
Tissot’s vulgar representations of British life can in many ways be connected to and explained by 
French notions of modernism from the mid-nineteenth century. Charles Baudelaire’s The Painter 
of Modern Life (1863), a groundbreaking manifesto on modernity, discusses modernity in a way 
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that elucidates society’s opposition to this notion. Baudelaire says that modernity and fashion – 
both major factors in Tissot’s images – are transient and lack permanence in the scope of history, 
and this may explain society’s rejection of these pictures.254 Beauty, however, is easily 
discernible in traditional academic painting because it seems timeless and transcends centuries, 
making this beauty and these images and always relevant. It is the modern painter’s challenge to 
simultaneously embrace modernity and identify and represent eternal beauty in these seemingly 
fleeting scenes, so that modern imagery can also become eternal and “take its place in 
‘antiquity.’”255  Tissot’s pictures of English life were similar to modern Parisian images that 
depicted modern bourgeois figures socializing and flaunting expensive clothing as an attempt to 
fit with the aristocracy.256 However, ship scenes are unique and noteworthy because he 
repeatedly painted these social-climbing women in a nautical setting, demanding an analysis of 
these women and water. Though modernism in painting was initially rebuked in France and 
London, London critics longer resisted avant-garde style and even criticized Tissot’s paintings 
for their frenchness.”257  
According to Ruskin and Chapman, vulgarity seems a reasonable criticism because it 
indicates lack of character. But what of those who directly criticize others’ of vulgarity? Is this 
merely petty criticism? While Ruskin and Chapman paint vulgarity as an abominable trait, there 
are elements of absurdity in this charged and nineteenth-century-specific term. One reviewer of 
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Tissot’s The Thames, for example, is among the many who criticize his work as “thoroughly 
vulgar.”258 Another reviewer says “The picture is washed out, yet dirty in colour, and, as to the 
choice of subject, it will be felt most by people that what happens to be disagreeable in nature 
needs no repetition in art.”259 Does not this harsh criticism indicate the critic’s own vulgarity? 
While some criticism of vulgarity was a comment on strong character, other examples were 
trifling and nitpicky to the point that it they highlighted one’s own insecurity and desire to show 
themselves as better than others. 
Just as problematic as the vulgar people in Tissot’s The Thames was the polluted watery 
setting. Tissot emphasizes the dirtiness of the River Thames’ water with murky browns and 
greys that hinder any clarity or view down past the surface of the water to the bottom of the 
River. He shows that the dirtiness of the water is in part attributed to the steam ships present in 
the painting, such as the launch on which the three figures relax and the steam engine pulling the 
sailing ship in the background. The dirtiness of the Thames in the mid-nineteenth century that we 
saw in Chapter One was primarily attributed to the sewage disposal in the River that culminated 
with the Great Stink of 1858, but by 1876, which was the year Tissot completed this painting, 
there had been large improvements in the River’s cleanliness in regards to sewage. Engineer 
Joseph Bazalgette created an underground sewer system in London in 1865 that was functioning 
in full force by 1875 and vastly improved the level of hygiene of the River and repelled cholera 
epidemics.260 The filthy water we see in Tissot’s painting is more due to the many industrial ships 
packed into this particular area of the Thames, called the Pool of London. One critic said that “If 
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Mr. Tissot’s friends on ‘The Thames’ have gone out pleasuring with their champagne and 
congenial etceteras, they have chosen a curious part of the river,” and by curious, he means this 
Pool of London, a busy section of the Thames that was the original part of the Port of London 
and was infamous for its heavily-traveled and therefore polluted waters.261 “The Pool,” as many 
call this area, received daily a multitude of ships delivering or picking up goods at the London 
docks, and as you can see in Tissot’s painting, this section of the River is very industrial, busy, 
and lacks the natural solitude that other sections of the river have.262 Although London’s sewage 
problem was improved by the 1870s, industrial pollution persisted throughout the century. 
George Vicat Cole’s painting, The Pool of London (1888; Figure 48), shows the duality of the 
Thames as a productive place of industry and a polluted thoroughfare. The parted clouds in the 
center of the canvas will soon give way to clear sky and allow for a view of London’s St. Paul’s 
Cathedral, and this monumentalizes the city in the background and acknowledges the 
significance of these waters in facilitating commerce associated with Britain’s Industrial 
Revolution.263 However, Cole’s painting is also like Tissot’s painting in that the trade-off for this 
economic success are busy waters of ship traffic, seen by the murky water and polluted air that 
bookend the central view of London. 
A major product of industrialism and a transformation in British shipping practices 
visible in Tissot’s painting was the transition from the sailing ship, which is run by natural 
elements of wind and water, to the steamer ship, which is driven by steam power. The late 
nineteenth-century signaled the “dying world of the sail” as Britain’s industrial society 
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transitioned from the romanticized sailing ship to the newer and easier to maneuver steam ship, 
and Tissot surely would have been aware of this nautical shift.264 Many sailors and writers, such 
as Joseph Conrad, mourned and sentimentalized the end of the sailing ship and chastised the 
newer steamers. Lillian Nayder discusses Conrad’s view of this evolution in shipping, pointing 
out that many were frustrated when the “subservient sailing ship gives way to the unruly and 
self-propelled steamer.”265 As I explain further in Chapter Four, nostalgic sailors-turned-writers 
also likened steam ships to lascivious women because both were dirty and easily handled, and 
sailing ships to the Ideal Victorian woman who requires finesse and control by a man. 
Tissot’s The Thames highlights such feelings of disgust towards the steam ship. The 
smogginess in the background that emanates from the various steam ships pollutes the air and 
water and permeates Tissot’s canvas. The small vessel that carries the three figures in the 
painting, called a steam launch, is a smaller version of the steam ship and also plays a significant 
part of this transition from sail to steam. In Dicken’s Dictionary of the Thames (1879), Charles 
Dickens, Jr. voices his strong negative opinion about steam launches and the people who ride in 
them, such as the figures in Tissot’s painting: 
Steam launches are the curse of the river. Driving along at an excessive rate of speed, with an utter 
disregard to the comfort or even necessities of anglers, oarsmen, and boating-parties, the nuisance. There 
are some owners who show some consideration for other people, but their number, unfortunately, is very 
limited, and for the most part the launches are navigated with a recklessness which is simply shameful. 
Perhaps the worst offenders are the people who pay their £5 5s. a day for the hire of a launch, and whose 
idea of a holiday is the truly British notion of getting over as much ground as possible in a given time. 
Parties of this kind, especially after the copious lunch which is one of the features of the day’s outing, 
simulate the engineer to fresh exertions, and appear to enjoy themselves considerably as they contemplate 
the anxiety and discomfort of the occupants of the punts and rowing-boats which are left floundering 
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helplessly in their wash...Unfortunately these excursionists are not alone in their offenses against courtesy 
and good behavior. Too many people who ought to know very much better keep them in countenance by 
their selfish example.266  
 
Dickens’ description of the steam launch embodies the criticized transition from ship to steam, 
the essence of Victorian vulgarity, and the gaping gulf between the vulgar, industrialized society 
and nature, all which is pictured in Tissot’s The Thames. Although Dickens’ definition is in part 
subjective because it represents his personal feelings about the steam launch and the 
stereotypical behavior of those who occupy them, we can imagine many Londoners share the 
same feelings and would recognize these notions when viewing Tissot’s painting. The way in 
which Dickens explains that the “occupants of the punts and rowing-boats...are left floundering 
helplessly in [the steam launches’] wash” suggests the abrupt transition from sail to steam and 
the disregard the steamer ship had for its predecessor. The steam launch here is a metaphor for 
the vulgar bourgeois society, in that they have ascended in the British industrial society through 
overbearing steam power, just as Chapman describes the way in which vulgar society has risen in 
industrialized Britain through “pushing and struggling for money and ‘position.’”267 Like 
Chapman’s vulgar group, Dickens calls the occupants of steam launches “selfish” and references 
their poor social behavior, further identifying Tissot’s group as vulgar. 
Of the many harsh reviews Tissot’s painting received when it was exhibited at the Royal 
Academy in 1876, a review in the The Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art is 
particularly disgusted and dismissive, as the critic questions whether Tissot’s subject matter is 
even worthy of representation:  
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Mr. Tissot...who began with sunny prospects, ends in ‘The Thames’s with umbrellas and steam funnels 
belching out smoke. The picture is washed out, yet dirty in colour, and, as to the choice of subject, it will be 
felt most by people that what happens to be disagreeable in nature needs no repetition in art.268 
 
Christopher Wood says Tissot was most likely surprised by critics’ harsh reactions to his 
painting, and although I find that this is probably in part true based on the positive reception of 
Tissot’s previous paintings, I question Tissot’s complete naiveté in regards to the implications 
behind The Thames.269 So much in this painting brings dirtiness to mind – the smug contentment 
of the women, the questionable reputation of the Royal Naval Officer, the cloudy water, the 
overpowering steamships, the polluted air – that I feel Tissot must have anticipated the effect this 
picture would have when he was painting it. The critic cited above is angry because he thinks 
Tissot’s painting champions vulgarity, when in fact Tissot seems to shed light on the 
unnaturalness and lack of purity in the painting. Neither water, an element in nature, nor women, 
so often associated with nature as “woman as earth mother, the fertile enveloper” in the 
nineteenth century, have any connection with nature here.270 This critic refers to the proceedings 
in Tissot’s scene as “disagreeable in nature,” but the painting seems completely devoid of nature. 
That Tissot places vulgar women in this polluted, watery setting in The Thames as a means to 
show a lacking connection with nature seems no coincidence. 
It is because of Tissot’s union of dirty women and water to create a contaminated 
environment devoid of nature that I believe this painting is so effective in highlighting social ills 
in industrial Britain. Despite its poor critical reception and Tissot’s eventual reworking of the 
painting, which he did a year later with Portsmouth Dockyard where he “fixed” the problems 
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with the previous painting, I find that The Thames makes the most sense of any of his images 
representing women socializing on the water. While many of Tissot’s works certainly 
demonstrate a similar emotional and spiritual rupture between women, water and nature, this 
painting connects vulgar women and polluted water with other impure elements of the painting 
such as steam-powered ships, smoggy air, and distasteful behavior through the theme of 
dirtiness. The Thames therefore presents the clearest message of Tissot’s women and water 
images, as he uses both connection and dissonance to explore relationships between women and 
water, and to reflect on Victorian society. There is a connection between women and water 
because both are dirty, and there is also dissonance because there is no connection between 
women, water and nature.  
 
The Ball on Shipboard (1874) 
Another painting by Tissot representing women on ships, The Ball on Shipboard (1874; 
Figure 49) and sometimes referred to as The Ball on Shipboard, Cowes, is one of the artist’s 
most popular but controversial works. Like The Thames, it explores the relationship between 
social-climbing women and water but through a different method. Instead of overtly placing dirty 
women in dirty water, Tissot’s message is subtler; the women are still vulgar with low-cut 
dresses and social-climbing attitudes, but they are placed within a more social and celebratory 
nautical setting where they can flaunt elaborate costumes for one another. By confusing 
seductive appearances with vulgar behavior, Tissot makes it difficult for nineteenth-century and 
present-day viewers alike to discern motive and meaning in this image, but an analysis reveals 
that Tissot again aims to highlight socials ills in nineteenth-century Britain by placing these 
vulgar figures in maritime surroundings. 
 137 
Pictured here from the vantage point of the upper deck we see bourgeois women and men 
standing in groups and socializing in the foreground as well as couples dancing in the 
background. While there is some question as to the specific subject matter, critics generally agree 
that the composition represents a ball taking place on board a British ship during Cowes Week, a 
famous English regatta in the Isle of Wight, which is an island off the coast of England. Upon the 
painting’s exhibition at the Royal Academy, a reviewer in The Times pointed out that Tissot “has 
set himself the difficult task of representing the scene on board a man-o-war at Spithead, 
converted into a ball-room by an awning lined and fringed with flags,” indicating that the scene 
takes place at the stretch of water separating England’s mainland from the Isle of Wight called 
Spithead, and that the ship is a man-o-war, another name for a British warship.271  
While Tissot’s The Thames renders the dirty, polluted water of the London Pool, The Ball 
on Shipboard pictures clean water associated areas outside the bustling city of London and the 
healthy competition of a boat race. On the decks of the man-o-war, men and women mingle 
amidst the festive decorations of the ball, including intricately-painted flags of bright colours. 
Though the water at left makes up only a small snippet of this image and more focus is placed on 
the ship and its occupants, we can see that it is pure and still and its subtle motion is marked by a 
pattern of rippling water and sun reflecting off its surface. In this way, this scene accurately 
represents the festive Cowes regatta, an annual point of pride throughout England. An 1868 
article from The London Journal that describes the typical Cowes Regatta concords with Tissot’s 
picturesque nautical scene and the pure wholesomeness of the tradition: 
The evening preceding the great race, a more picturesque scene by land or water could not be conceived 
than was visible in Cowes roads. The roadstead was crowded with yachts of every rig, and above all the 
pleasure fleet towered the greater outlines of Her Majesty’s yacht, the Victoria and Albert, Captain his 
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Serene Highness the Prince Leiningen, and the screw frigate Liffey. The fresh breeze gave sufficient 
darkness to the water to bring out distinctly the outlines of the fleet of yachts at anchor in the roadstead, 
while the twinkling lights on the forestay of each, supplemented by the beams of a bright harvest moon, 
gave an enchantment to the scene, as seen from the shore, that is only witnessed on exceptional occasions 
in a landman’s lifetime.272 
 
Though this quote describes the scene at Cowes at nightfall, it nevertheless indicates the 
impressive beauty of the ships in the water and the celebratory feeling about the races, both 
present in Tissot’s The Ball in Shipboard. Another article about regattas on Ryde, a small town 
slightly east of Cowes but also located on the Isle of Wight and the Solent, also gushes about the 
beautiful watery setting of these boat races: 
Do you care for the softly attractive side of...‘a life on the ocean wave’ – for déjeuners of altogether 
unimpeachable description, serviced by skilled menials beneath a judicious awning, your good ship 
speeding her way the while at the rate of nine knots an hour through the blue waters of the Solent, to say 
nothing of accessories galore in the way of feminine smiles, laughter, melody, and what not else? If so, by 
all means pass the Regatta week at Ryde.273 
 
This writer praises the refreshingly beautiful waters of the regattas in the Solent and sarcastically 
questions, who would not want to participate in such a wonderful event in such a lovely 
atmosphere?  
It was about Tissot’s spectacular details of the watery scene that some critics applauded 
his painting skills, saying “he has a curious command over certain atmospheric effects, and 
certain limited relations of tone, together with a very neat and sure execution.”274 This 
commentary most likely refers to the varying textures and styles Tissot employs in this painting, 
as some sections of the scene are particularly delineated whereas others are impressionistic. For 
example, while many areas of the large canvas are smooth and almost photographic, other areas 
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are extremely polished, such as the beautiful movement at the far right where people are dancing 
and the precise detailing of the flags, where it looks as if Tissot used a small brush with minimal 
amounts of paint.  
Amidst the beauty of these nautical races were the throngs of people in Victorian society, 
particularly bourgeois women, who wanted to be a part of this popular and socially elevated 
tradition, especially the fashionable balls that took place during Cowes Week. Cowes Week and 
the regatta season in general had strong association with royalty and aristocracy in the nineteenth 
century, and aspiring members of the wealthy middle class clamoured to be a part of this scene. 
One critic says, “everybody who is anybody in England always tries to get a glimpse of Cowes 
during the summer, for it is to this little seaport place that English royalty and aristocracy flock 
during the dog days,” and another points out that “hundreds of persons of title” went to the 
regattas each year.275 Much of the bourgeois middle class, who is represented in Tissot’s The 
Ball on Shipboard, headed south during the summer for the regattas in hopes of socializing with 
this elite group or at least capturing a glimpse of royalty. Although they possessed newfound 
economic status with the Industrial Revolution, they recognized the difference between their 
earned place in society and the status of the aristocracy who were born into their position. One 
writer seems to accurately capture a scene where Queen Victoria herself makes a visit from her 
residence on the Isle of Wight, Osborne House, to the site of the boat races: 
This is the Queen’s yacht itself that comes gliding in from Osborne, with the Queen, Prince Albert, the 
royal children, and most of the court on board. See, they take up their station before the Club House, where 
they are greeted with a cheerful salute of guns, whilst the lined shores testify to the interest of her eager 
loyal subjects, all anxious to catch one look at royalty. Now is the hour when the excitement of the boating 
and other races becomes fast and furious under the consciousness of the actual presence of majesty; now is 
the momentous question of the Queen’s dress and appearance discussed, and an affectionate interest 
entertained for her household.276 
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This excitement and anticipation seems an accurate portrayal of the behavior of bourgeois 
onlookers anxious to be associated with royalty. The author cites the “Club House” as the 
location where the Queen and the royal family dock their yacht, and this most likely refers to 
Cowes Castle, the former royal castle that became the headquarters in the nineteenth century for 
the illustrious Royal Yacht Squadron, previously called the Royal Yacht Club. Yacht clubs were 
significant at this time, as they were another means by which one associated themself with 
wealth and rank. The Royal Yacht Squadron was the most sought after yacht club, and 
membership required election by current members and a large fee.277 Other yacht clubs wished to 
associate themselves with majesty by also including the word “royal” in their title, but this was 
an honor given only to those with permission from the sovereign to include “royal” in their 
name.278 As the primary type of vessel sailed in regattas, yachts could take on many forms 
including “fleet cutters, schooners, brigs, sloops, luggers, and yawls.”279 Despite this broad 
definition, they were identified as yachts by their build, rigging, number of masts, and above all 
else they were “pleasure-vessel[s],” combining the importance of speed as they competed in 
regattas as well as a means of pleasure for those who could afford this leisure.280 
The figures pictured in The Ball on Shipboard appear to be part of this social climbing 
group that was often present at Cowes Regatta and wished to associate themselves with royalty 
and aristocracy, and one scholar argued that the figures themselves are aristocratic. In 1937, 
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Sacheverell Sitwell proposed in Narrative Pictures: A Survey of English Genre and its Painters 
(1937) that Tissot specifically includes in this painting Queen Alexandra, who was the Princess 
of Wales, and either Czar Alexander II or Lord Londonbury.281 Though scholars, including those 
at the Tate Britain where the The Ball on Shipboard is housed, often disregard this commentary 
because Sitwell was the only person to propose these specific identifications, the suggestion that 
aristocracy and royalty might be present at this regatta ball or may arrive shortly was highly 
likely, even if the specific identifications are not accurate.282 The figures in the foreground and 
middleground of The Ball on Shipboard idle along the edges of the ship deck and lean onto 
railing, creating an unusual space of vacant wooden decking in the center. They stand awkwardly 
and look around in an unnatural manner and as if they are not sure what to do. Some critics 
interpret this behavior solely as uninterested boredom, explaining that these figures are vulgar 
because nothing pleases them. However, considering the association of these regattas with 
aristocracy and royalty, could these idle figures be waiting for royalty to arrive, with the open 
space indicating that they have cleared a path for a grand entrance? The woman in stripes at front 
left, for example, gazes out past the canvas and may be uninterested in the proceedings, but 
perhaps her look of boredom is actually impatience as she looks beyond the canvas in 
anticipation of a royal sighting. 
Presentation in the presence of an elite group of people was also significant, and there 
was a fine line between overdressing and refinement. In hopes of attracting attention, men often 
dressed their daughters in flamboyant dresses with low-cut necklines to parade around in society. 
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Women throughout Tissot’s nautical ballroom here don abundant layers of ruffled silk and 
muslin, which draws attention to the wealth required to possess such objects of luxury. This is 
particularly evident in the group in the background at left wearing decadent pastel dresses, the 
woman in the center background facing away from the viewer whose elaborate skirt cascades to 
the floor, and on the detailed sleeves and hat of woman ascending the stairs. Edward Maedar 
explains the “eight layers of refinement,” which consisted of a chemise, a corset, a corset-cover, 
a crescent shaped pad at back of waist, and four to five silk petticoats, a luxurious assemblage of 
accouterments that “separated the well-brought-up young woman from the outside world.”283 
Petticoats made of silk became particularly popular – most likely due to silk trade with France, – 
and if women could not afford them they would pin newspaper beneath their dresses to imitate 
the telltale rustling of the expensive fabric.284 One essayist points out the catty competition 
between these nouveaux riches women through a comment he overheard at the Ryde Regatta 
about the importance of fine clothing: “...and then look at her dress. It’s not silk, I assure you; 
it’s only camelot, and abominably made into the bargain.”285 
The most clearly rendered figures are the two women in the center of the composition, 
who are dressed identically as twins in fashionable white dresses with navy trim. The woman on 
the left stands in profile, displaying to the viewer the extent of her fashionable bustle and the 
layers of expensive fabric required to build her ensemble. Tissot’s emphasis on the woman’s 
bustle visualizes the nineteenth-century riddle, “Why is a lady always in a state of agitation? 
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Because she is in a bustle behind and a pucker before,” which mocks the extravagance of this 
protruding fashion and the affected state of the women who wore them.286  
Another humorous riddle entitled “Cowes Regatta” in the satirical magazine, Fun, 
epitomizes the typical social climbers present at these boat races by poking fun at their vulgar 
behavior:  
The ‘bulls’ and the ‘bears’ now exchange business cares 
For yachting attractions at Cowes 
‘The world and his wife’ think the essence of life  
Is to draw to them Royalty’s bows. 
There are plenty of ‘nobs’ and a sprinkling of snobs 
Who will copy, in fashion of ape, 
The dress of ‘me lud,’ but they lack the ‘blue blood,’ 
So in vein seek acquaintance to scrape! 
 
If minus a yacht, you must fearlessly trot 
Our your knowledge of nautical talk 
And boast in the past that you owned one as fast 
As the wind and as buoyant as cork 
For the language is ‘yachty’ and racy and ‘knotty’ –  
That topic all have on the mind; 
At Cowes big regatta e’en tailor and hatter 
Will ‘saline’ their talk, you will find!287 
 
Tissot’s painting pictures the “scrap[ing]” and “boast[ing]” of the fashionable bourgeois group 
who attend Cowes regatta and “think the essence of life/Is to draw them to Royalty’s bows.” 
Though they aim to rub elbows with royalty and aristocracy, this riddle explains that their 
efforts, such as “copy[ing]...fashions” are very transparent, just as in Tissot’s painting. A short 
story entitled “Her First Ball” about young Florence Merrion who visits her wealthy aunt and 
uncle so that she can attend her first ball on board a ship, does not indicate such vulgarity as we 
see here, but it does provide insight into the excitement of young women, who were typically 
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under twenty-one, at the prospect of wearing fine dresses and mingling with handsome men. The 
story opens by quoting the Florence’s thoughts, which are that “it is a glorious thing to be just 
eighteen, to be just recently emancipated from school, to feel certain that one is distinctly rather 
pretty than the reverse, and to have one’s first ball in the immediate future,” and continues with a 
conversation amongst her friends, who are jealous that she is attending, and the manner in which 
she weaves fresh flowers into her dress to attend the ball. Though Florence has been invited to 
this ball because of her relatives’ connections, many women seeking invitations, perhaps 
including the women pictured in Tissot’s painting, may push and shove to be invited, which was 
extremely vulgar. Malcolm Warner notes that the vulgar women in Tissot’s painting, with their 
low-cut dresses and abundant ruffles, were exemplary of the type of woman who wish to elevate 
themselves in class and wealth, suggesting that pushing for invitations to such exclusive balls 
was likely. 
Countering the flattery of Tissot’s skills in painting the shimmering setting and 
photographic detail in The Ball on Shipboard was an equal amount of harsh commentary by 
critics who disapproved of the subject matter, particularly the women they labeled vulgar. The 
same critic who praised Tissot’s “neat and sure execution” also said that the women’s faces in 
this painting are “showy and ungracious.”288 Other reviews also both compliment and berate the 
painting, saying it “will amuse many, as it shows a daylight Ball on Shipboard, but the bad looks 
of the ladies are not compensated for by their cleverly-painted costumes,” and that the work is 
“sparkling but scattered, pleasing but superficial.”289 Although Tissot took great care in painting 
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this grand nautical scene and the luxurious details of the women’s multiple silk petticoats, his 
skill in many ways enhances the vulgarity of their social climbing attire and the contradiction 
between their contrived behavior and their pure natural surroundings.   
 This notion of “sparkling but scattered, pleasing but superficial” surfaces in The Ball on 
Shipboard is common in Tissot’s women and water paintings of the 1870s and is present in other 
images by Tissot that picture tantalizing but vulgar woman. On the most basic level and when 
taken at face value, these paintings document middle-class pastimes such as balls during regattas 
and boating trips, and they celebrate this group’s ability to leisure and socialize. In this sense, the 
serene and shimmering water in the background serves as a pleasing backdrop to showcase these 
proceedings. However, contemporaneous critics recognized signs of vulgarity, and though they 
complemented Tissot’s painting skills, they harshly condemned the subject matter. This 
disapproving attitude seems to have perpetuated since the nineteenth century, and mention of the 
name, James Tissot, often calls to mind decadent scenes of Victorian women socializing, posed 
in such a way that the viewer can visually feast on the abundant layers of silk cascading from 
their dresses and perhaps even envy this opulence and the women’s leisurely behavior. Despite, 
or due to, the visual delight of these images that represent the new, wealthy middle-class woman, 
scholars looking back on Tissot’s work have frequently criticized or at least overlooked him as 
an artist who merely paints aesthetic, superficial surfaces that lack meaning. This most likely 
began with Tissot’s first biographer, fashion historian James Laver, whose methodology and 
background in costume reconfirmed the notion that Tissot was no more than an artist who froze 
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in time superficial, fashionable moments and social climbing habits of the new wealthy middle 
class.290 This dismissal of Tissot’s paintings as fashion plates persisted for years. 
Only recently have some scholars begun to reconsider Tissot’s works and the possibility 
that more lies beneath their glittering surfaces. Katharine Lochnan, for example, argues that 
Tissot’s paintings are “seductive surfaces,” at first ensnaring the viewer with their superficial 
charms such as sumptuous dresses and flirtatious social activity, but maintaining their attention 
through the visual exploration of relationships between men and women in Victorian society. 
Lochnan says: “Tissot’s ambiguous narratives provide rich insight into issues of class, gender, 
and taste and are laced with ironic subtexts.”291 Perhaps Tissot knew exactly what he was doing 
when he painted these decadent but vulgar scenes that would get a rise out of art critics. Certain 
paintings by Tissot should be understood as fashions plates and scholars need not create meaning 
where it does not exist. However, while I recognize in this chapter the beauty of Tissot’s 
surfaces, like Lochnan I am most concerned with the meaning beneath these surfaces, arguing 
through an analysis of his women and water images that his work warrants scholarly attention 
when in the past it has been outcast as simply aesthetic.  
Consideration of Tissot’s paintings of women socializing on ships and turning again to 
the The Ball on Shipboard, I propose that Tissot was not simply painting vulgar subject matter 
and pleasing surfaces, but that this repeated imagery of women on the water had a purpose. 
While critics were debating whether they thought this painting was beautiful in execution or 
vulgar in subject manner, and commentators since the nineteenth century have turned their noses 
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up at Tissot’s frilly surfaces, they were blinded by what they recognized as vulgar behavior to 
the point that they overlooked Tissot’s commentary on this group. Theodosia Chapman explains 
that material such as literature, theater, or art is vulgar if it “describe[s] vulgar life” and discusses 
“the way in which vulgar people live and behave,” so by these standards, Tissot’s paintings were 
certainly vulgar because of their subject, but I think Tissot does more than that here. His 
emphasis on the extravagance of a woman’s dress as an attempt to maintain an appearance of 
refinement sheds light on the superficiality of this group and their behavior, but it ultimately 
highlights the forced nature of the scene. 
Note the level of artificiality of the women in The Ball on Shipboard that strongly 
contrasts with their natural maritime surroundings. Though these women’s beautiful gowns draw 
attention to the wealth required to possess objects of such luxury, they are also contrived and 
ultimately conceal the woman by transforming her appearance. While a certain level of luxury in 
clothing was acceptable, ostentatious dress was frowned upon. Nancy Rose Marshall explains 
that expensive looking dresses were meant for the middle-class bourgeoisie and even suggested 
the showy attitudes of a prostitute, but women of aristocracy aimed to distinguish themselves 
with “simple but tastefully made materials.”292 She explains: “For a nineteenth-century 
bourgeoisie, assuming stylish femininity was an elaborate process enabled by objects and 
accessories, at the end of which a woman was no longer a natural female but an alluring icon.”293  
In addition to fake appearances in attire and cosmetics, these women’s behavior also 
divulges an artificial and vulgar façade. Notice the woman in the middle ground at left who 
wears a sea-green dress and sits amongst a group of other pastel green- and blue-dressed women. 
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She looks away from the conversation and glances distractedly over her shoulder and down to 
the water below. A critic from the Art Journal recognizes this pastel group and says:  
We may specially notice as points of excellence in this picture the way in which the light green and blue 
muslin dresses are made to accord with the green tint of the sea visible over the ship’s side, which at the 
same time we must admit that the ordinary type of face of these girls cannot be accepted as representative 
of English beauty.294  
 
Although this group sits close to the water at left and their attire mimics the colour of the ocean, 
there is still a gaping gulf between them and the natural element of water. Despite the suggested 
continuity in colour between this group and their watery surroundings, they are completely 
separated from the ocean strait below, particularly the woman at left in sea-green who seems 
unimpressed with the conversation and the ocean’s beauty, for she peers down squeamishly at 
the water as if to warn it against soiling her dress.  
Furthering the notion of colour as a device that can create visual harmony or cacophony 
was the belief that certain applications of colour in painting were an indication of vulgarity and a 
deviation from nature. An essay entitled “Colour in Painting” (1878) from The Cornhill 
Magazine says that while “nobody ever objected to the most brilliant crimson, purple, or orange 
in a gladiolus, a tulip, or a calceolaria” because these colours are present in nature, “it is possible 
that almost all our painting (viewed as purely imitative in purpose) is still marked by far too 
much colour.”295 He goes on to say: “We have found out that we cannot, in one and the same 
artistic product, enjoy both the accurate delineation of nature, and also the stimulation of colours 
very much brighter and more pronounced than nature.”296 Another essayist recognizes the 
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vulgarity and artificiality of the overwhelming colour that often permeates regattas, but seems to 
bask in this abundance and enjoy the fakeness: 
Lounge with us, and you shall have your reward. What is the effect which the dresses have upon your optic 
nerves? They impress you as being clever photographs of kaleidoscopic hues, do they not? It occurs to you 
that you have before you the counterfeit presentment of all the myriad tints of the rainbow. Well, we are not 
surprised, for there is certainly a maximum of multiplicity of colour in the matter of costume exhibited here 
in a minimum of space that is surprising. It may be questioned whether it is not the dégagé and natural 
toilette of the Englishwoman which is in reality, and upon a very slight amount of inspection, the most 
elaborately artificial. Here we are rather supposed to study nature; but if nature is, as it has been beautifully 
called by Sir T. Browne in his ‘Religio Medici,” ‘the art of God,’ then nature in a lady’s dress simply 
means the most consummate art of the dressmaker. However this may be, the feminine costumes visible on 
the Ryde Pier this afternoon are a great success. Simplex munditiis is not the phrase which we would apply 
to our Pyrrhas of to-day. A pretty woman is rendered ten times prettier by a pretty dress.297 
 
This author acknowledges the “elaborately artificial” quality of the bourgeois women who attend 
the regattas, and he even admits that although they do not represent “simplex mundis” (elegance 
in simplicity), he is nevertheless taken with their artificial prettiness, as if it is a guilty pleasure.298 
In The Ball on Shipboard, Tissot juxtaposes the vibrantly painted and ostentatious partygoers and 
the decorated ship with the serene, naturalistically coloured water of the Thames. We see this in 
the girl discussed previously wearing the sea-green dress at left and peering over the ship-railing 
at the peaceful river, but it is present in other areas throughout the painting as well. Notice the 
ostentatious colour, such as the powdery-pink, burgundy, and stripy green of other women’s 
dresses. Also notice the myriad of colourful flags that coat the ship’s ceiling and drape over the 
edges like a canopy. They demonstrating a “counterfeit presentment of all the myriad tints of the 
rainbow” mentioned above and they seem to hold dual meanings. These flags are to an extent a 
bright and celebratory method of displaying status, as certain flags were only permitted on 
particular ships and designated an honor bestowed upon the ship and yachtsman. For example, 
the white ensign that is white and bears a red cross with the British flag inscribed in a corner, 
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hangs in Tissot’s painting at left and was the most coveted ensign, flown for example by the 
Royal Yacht Squadron. However, what may in some settings be an indication of status has 
become garish and overwhelming when these flags are hung all together as they are in Tissot’s 
painting. The arrangement of these colourful flags are much like the group aboard the ship, high-
reaching in their intentions yet disastrous and vulgar in their overwhelming efforts and outcome.  
 
The Gallery of the HMS Calcutta (Portsmouth) (1876) 
The Gallery of the HMS Calcutta (Portsmouth) (1876; Figure 50) is one of the final 
images in Tissot’s group of paintings representing women socializing on ships and it also 
pictures a ball on shipboard. In this sophisticated composition, Tissot groups two young women 
with one young man, who is a sub-lieutenant, as a means to explore the complexity of emotions 
and relationships in a skillfully rendered setting of detailed surfaces The three figures lean 
against the gallery railing of the HMS Calcutta that separates them from the water, taking a brief 
recess from the ball. Because there are fewer bodies in this painting than in The Ball on 
Shipboard, viewers can hone in on the three figures who have stepped away from the ball and 
pay full attention to the way in which they interact with one another and their surroundings. 
Details in this painting and in its title provide specific information as to the content: the 
HMS Calcutta was a second-rate ship-of-the-line in the Royal Navy built in 1831, and after it 
had fulfilled its duties as a warship, it was moored at Portsmouth Dockyard and used as a navy 
gunnery training school for officers, which is how we see it here in Tissot’s painting.299 The 
young man in Tissot’s painting who hosts the two ladies on board the Calcutta is a sub-lieutenant 
who would have been a student of the training school. Admiral G. A. Ballard notes in “Victorian 
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Hulks under the White Ensign” from The Mariner’s Mirror (1945) that the three figures are most 
likely looking towards another Royal Navy ship, the HMS Excellent, which was also part of the 
gunnery training school and would have been connected to the Calcutta by a footbridge.300 
Although Ballard indicates that they are looking in the direction of the HMS Excellent, they 
seem only to feign interest in the view and are actually absorbed in the complex proceedings 
with one another.301 
One critic of The Times refers to this painting as The Gallery of Her Majesty’s Ship 
Calcutta, and though all Royal Naval ships are essentially the property of the Queen, his direct 
reference to Her Majesty is a reminder of the lofty nature of this vessel and the social-climbing 
motives of these slightly vulgar women who, as we have seen in previous paintings, often wish 
to elevate themselves in society.302 Furthermore, the women may have been impressed with this 
man’s status as a sub-lieutenant in the gunnery training school and would have wished to be 
associated with him. Sub-lieutenants were a junior officer’s rank, and the title meant that they 
possessed strong naval skills, were well-educated, and that their family was most likely 
connected with sailing. Though many sailors in the Royal Navy were taken from the dredges of 
society, sub-lieutenants were part of a higher tier of the Navy.  
The sub-lieutenant and the woman in yellow, who is closest to the viewer, partake in an 
intense game of flirtation. The viewer can almost feel the longing on the sub-lieutenant’s face as 
he gazes at her. He looks at her dreamy-eyed, and she playfully shields her face from him with 
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her fan in a flirtatious, mock disinterest. Even present day viewers unfamiliar with Victorian 
social graces can identify the woman’s mock disinterest as she shields her face with a fan as a 
form of flirtation with the officer. However, Edward Maedar explains that most Victorian 
viewers would have been able to pick up on more intricate and specific social codes through the 
use of fans and parasols of which today’s viewers may not be aware.303 This system of coding 
created another level of communication between the figures that was silent but powerful. For 
example, the woman in yellow’s open fan could have had a variety of meanings that encouraged 
the officer’s advances: a wide-open fan meant “wait for me” and holding a fan in one’s left hand 
meant “desirous of an acquaintance.”304 The other woman in blue who is stuck in the middle of 
this love game has become a third wheel and an obstacle for the two figures who yearn to be 
closer together, yet her presence may be necessary if she is a chaperone. She holds onto the 
railing and leans backwards in an awkward attempt to get out of the way while still keeping them 
separated by her physical presence in the middle. As we see in Portsmouth Dockyard (How 
Happy I could be with Either) of the same year, Tissot experiments with the odd number of three 
figures that has invariably left someone out. 
The woman in white with yellow bows featured in the foreground is a focal point of the 
painting, and she has received much attention from both scholars assessing the image and Tissot 
himself during the artistic process. She is the closest figure to the viewer in the foreground, yet 
we only see her back and a clip of her profile as she leans suggestively against the railing to 
showcase her sensual hourglass figure, exuding sensuality while retaining mystery and mirroring 
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the sensual curve of the Trafalgar chairs at left.305 More apparent in person than in reproductions 
of this painting is her skin that is visible through the sheer fabric of her white muslin dress. The 
viewer can even make out the line going down the girl’s back as well as her slight musculature as 
she leans against the railing, adding a somewhat concealed yet slightly visible sensuality that 
coincides with her hidden fan flirtations. Tissot also made a drypoint for reproduction based on 
this painting, and his many trial proofs for the print validate the importance he placed on the 
woman with yellow bows (Figures 51 and 52). Though the final version is a completed drawing 
of the entire scene based on the original painting, he meticulously drew her head and the fan that 
frames her face while leaving the remainder of the composition with mere outlines in many of 
the trial proofs.  
Taking into account the seductive pose and the gauzy fabric of this woman’s dress, she 
bears a strong resemblance to the sirens in Herbert Draper’s Ulysses and the Sirens. The 
elaborate ensemble in which Tissot has dressed her – particularly the cinched waists that pulls in 
the midsection, the strategically-placed bows that fluffs it back out again at the hips and rear, and 
her fishtail skirt – create a curvaceous and coquettish line that enhances her seductive and siren-
like nature. Even hidden beneath such of fabric, she exudes a womanly sensuality that is 
reminiscent of the female water enchantress. She leans sensually against the gallery railing and 
flirtatiously conceals her face with her fan like Draper’s sirens, who press their bodies against the 
edge of the boat in beckoning the sailors. Her pink skin shows through the back of her muslin 
dress like Draper’s siren on the right whose wet skin is visible through gauzy drapery, and her 
flirtatious behavior also presents a danger for men similar to the danger of the sirens. Although 
the motives of Tissot’s figure are somewhat concealed beneath a thin layer of conduct, as she 
                                                
305 Wood, Tissot, 99. 
 154 
slightly feigns interest in the sub-lieutenant and somewhat conforms to proper dress code, she is 
a modern Victorian siren.  
What is most remarkable and sophisticated about this painting is the way in which Tissot 
shows off his skill in painting a variety of layers of surfaces and textures. Observe the way in 
which the pleated muslin ruffles on the yellow dress of the woman in the foreground luxuriously 
bend and twist, accordion-like, around the legs of the wooden Trafalgar chair and seem to 
swallow them. Through the caning of the closest chair the viewer can slightly distinguish a 
yellow bow on the woman’s dress, and to the right, water of Portsmouth Harbour peeks through 
the decorative swirls of the railing. On the woman herself, layering is present through the 
transparent muslin on her upper back that shows the skin, and featured most prominently, the 
profile of her face overlays her open fan which overlays a view of the Harbour and the intricate 
rigging of sailing ships in the background.  
What is the meaning behind Tissot’s layering of these various surfaces? Was it only to 
show off his skill, or was there a motive behind this incredible detail and these layers? Critical 
reviews of this painting when it was exhibited are largely negative, but they recognize Tissot’s 
ability as an artist. One critic begins discussing the painting but stops short when observing the 
vulgar showing of skin through the muslin, at which point he explains his confusion in Tissot’s 
continued selection of vulgar subject matter:  
The principal object of another of M. Tissot’s pictures – “The Galley of the H.M.S. Calcutta” – is the back 
of a young lady seen through a transparent muslin dress. The defects of M. Tissot’s work are the more 
provoking because in “Meditation,” a grave and impressive mediaeval interior, the painter has shown that 
he is fully capable of far better things than the hard representation of the most trivial incidents of modern 
life to which he seems to have devoted himself.306 
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Though I disagree with the critic that this painting is trivial, I do wonder why Tissot repeatedly 
chose such subject matter that was continually chastised. Tissot’s seemingly trivial but skillfully 
rendered surfaces must contain meaning. 
Portsmouth Dockyard, the setting pictured here, is one of the oldest and most significant 
naval dockyards in Britain. In the nineteenth century it represented the country’s dominance of 
the seas and their rise to power through the Industrial Revolution.307 The ships and waters of 
Portsmouth in Tissot’s painting are symbolic of this meaningful history as well as Britain’s naval 
prowess. Despite this significance and history, Tissot seems here to use this nautical setting, 
including the water and sailing ships with rigging, as a decorative backdrop, almost like 
wallpaper behind the complex web of relationships between the three foreground figures with 
particular emphasis on the woman in yellow. The majority of lovely and intricately detailed 
surfaces in this painting are a means to show off and ornament this woman. While her fan 
becomes a lovely frame for her face, the water and the spread of nearby ships with intricate 
rigging also become a pleasing backdrop for her face, fan and figure. Tissot paints the water with 
a warm glow in a hazy, unimposing manner that verges on impressionistic. The soft, 
uncomplicated lines of the sailing ship rigging in the background are present not to serve a naval 
purpose, but to compliment the primary action of the painting, which is ironically a seemingly 
trivial scene of young flirtation. Tissot uses this maritime setting of Portsmouth both as a place 
where bourgeois women socialize and revel in Britain’s present success, but ironically in this 
image the woman in yellow particularly separates herself from this historically significant 
background and it becomes an ornamental backdrop for her pretty figure. Just as she has adorned 
herself with ruffled layers and makeup as we discussed with the previous painting, Tissot adds to 
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and enhances this rupture between her and her surroundings by stripping them of their naval 
significance and using them as ornamentation to flatter her figure.  
The Gallery of the HMS Calcutta (Portsmouth) continues the theme we have seen in 
previous painting of a rupture between the vulgar, nouveaux riches middle-class woman and 
untainted nature present here in the waters of Portsmouth Harbour. The woman with yellow 
bows is self-absorbed, cognizant only of her appearance and the effect it has on her male admirer 
and oblivious to her significant nautical surroundings as she uses her fan serves as a tool of 
flirtation, which also shields her completely from the view of the Dockyard and its ships. The 
other two figures are self-obsessed as well: the sailor as he gazes at the woman with the fan, and 
the other woman who awkwardly holds onto the railing, leans back, and also thinks only of her 
own uncomfortable predicament. When the women in Tissot’s picture take advantage of the 
benefits of Portsmouth Dockyard by using it as a means to flirt and associate themselves with the 
elite, but only use it as an ornamental backdrop, Tissot shows how this group has appropriated 
the significant and lovely nautical surroundings for their own selfish motives. They do not use 
the water and the sailing ships for a truly nautical purpose; they only concern themselves with 
the prettiness of its surfaces. The writer of an essay on these fashionable events on shipboard 
such as balls explains how these partygoers enjoy the best of both worlds – land and sea – 
without being soiled by the rough side of the ocean:  
You have combined in a marvelous degree the advantages of both situations, and in a different sense from 
that in which the first poet used the expression, you feel that you have ‘one foot on shore, one foot on sea.’ 
You have the idea of the brine without the gushing motion of the waves: there are still craft in number 
numberless on each side of you: wavelets of all sizes are moored within a stone’s throw: you can distinctly 
discern the ungainly efforts made by the amateur sailors to preserve their sea-legs – can deride their 
failures, and laugh at their misfortunes. Is not this, we ask, the very acme of that species of enjoyment...?308 
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Gallery of the HMS Calcutta (Portsmouth) presents this notion of the passive, pretty water seen 
through the eyes of these female partygoers. Because they are tethered to land and other ships, 
such as the adjacent hulk, the HMS Excellent, they exist here in a littoral space – between land 
and water, – providing stability and security for these women who only want to experience water 
from a distance without the “gushing motion of the waves.” Though these women see this watery 
scene with rose-coloured glasses and Tissot pictures the scene in this way, this only further 
separates this group from nature because they are only concerned with artificiality and 
ornamentation. 
 
The Closing of Tissot’s Grand Ship Scenes 
  We return again to the painting that opened the chapter, Portsmouth Dockyard, which 
alongside Gallery of the HMS Calcutta (Portsmouth), was exhibited in 1877 as one of the last 
paintings in Tissot’s grand group of nautical scenes featuring bourgeois women. Perhaps Tissot 
stopped here because at this time, his “model-mistress-muse,” Kathleen Newton, and her two 
children had recently moved into his house on Grove End Road and dramatically changed the 
course of his personal, social, and artistic lifestyle.309 Though the two never officially married, 
Tissot, Newton, and her two children lived together in a happy (if not traditional) family 
dynamic, and Tissot’s work began to echo family values. He continued to place his subjects in a 
watery scene, but they were more family-oriented and peaceful. His lovely painting, By the 
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Thames at Richmond (c. 1878; Figure 53), shares an intimate moment with a family – a father, 
mother, and daughter – and features Kathleen Newton as the mother figure in the center and her 
brother, Frederick, as the father. The family lounges at the edge of the Thames with appropriate 
attributes of leisure: the mother holding a parasol, the man holding a stick and seated casually on 
a bench, and the child leaning against the railing and looking out towards the river. In the 
background a bridge frames the group and a family of ducks swim in the river, complementing 
the human family dynamic. This painting is a wonderful example of Tissot’s reverence for 
Newton, who stands beautifully in the center with downcast eyes and a warm glow on her face, 
as well as his reverence for family life, which he valued with Newton and the children. Although 
the model here for the father figure is Newton’s brother, he is merely a substitute for Tissot 
himself, demonstrated in the painting as he writes the word’s “I love you” with his stick in the 
sand and Kathleen glowingly gazes down to see this written affirmation of his admiration.310 
By the Thames at Richmond exemplifies the major shift that took place in Tissot’s artistic 
career in the late 1870s, particularly when placed alongside the self-indulgent and flirtatious 
Gallery of the HMS Calcutta (Portsmouth) and Portsmouth Dockyard, painted only a year 
earlier. Perhaps Tissot’s new family life with Newton was the reason for this change, or perhaps 
he decided to conclude his socially-charged women and water paintings on a good note, because 
unlike the criticized Gallery of the HMS Calcutta (Portsmouth), Portsmouth Dockyard received 
positive reviews despite its similarly vulgar subject matter. A critic from the The Times said of 
the painting: 
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How perfectly he has painted the cold gray light on the English water, and the multiplicity of crowded craft 
and crossing spars and ropes, in our rivers and harbours we see from the picture of Portsmouth Dockyard, 
in which a happy Highland sergeant finds himself to his huge content afloat in company with two sprightly 
ladies.”311 
 
By critics’ standards, Tissot has vastly improved this scene, having altered the original dirty 
painting, The Thames, to better suit his audiences. The comment that he has “perfectly...painted 
the cold gray light on English water” greatly contrasts with the polluted scene in The Thames. 
The love triangle Tissot paints in the more recent work is also in keeping with the painting’s 
subtitle, “How Happy I Could Be with Either,” which is a portion of a song from the eighteenth-
century Beggar’s Opera, “How happy I could be with either, Were t’other dear charmer 
away!”312 Because this couplet indicates the lighthearted dilemma of a man who must choose 
between two women, the atmosphere in Tissot’s revised painting seem more comical, 
lighthearted and less vulgar than the smug “group of snobs” from The Thames.313 
Tissot may have quit while he was ahead with these more positive reviews, but is 
Portsmouth Dockyard really so different than The Thames? Although the artist certainly creates 
an overall more pleasant scene, do not the figures in Portsmouth Dockyard retain the same self-
absorbed quality and disregard for their watery surroundings? Christopher Wood says he is 
“surpris[ed]” that this painting received such better reviews than the original version because “its 
subject matter was exactly the same as the offending Thames of 1876,” and I, too, am 
surprised.314 Like other paintings examined throughout the chapter, Portsmouth Dockyard 
stresses the vulgarity of bourgeois women who sought to recreate in a grand, watery setting 
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during Britian's heyday as a sea power and the trend to celebrate achievements on the water. 
Water was connected to success and wealth, and wealthy middle class wanted to be a part of this. 
Tissot is clear in this message regarding the bourgeois and water, but what does it mean 
for Victorian society? Why does the relationship here between women and water matter? In “A 
Dialogue on Vulgarity,” Chapman takes a step back to consider why people are so concerned 
about vulgarity and what it meant for nineteenth-century British society. Her dialogue explains: 
The native soil of that self-assertion [as a definition of vulgarity] is in the lack of any ideal of society, of 
any ideal of order and beauty in social affairs. An ‘idea’ is the shaping principle in thought; a ‘social ideal’ 
implied co-ordination and subordination of individuals, and families, and classes in an harmonious whole 
of society, in which, by co-operation of individuals and classes in their various and appropriate functions, a 
beautiful and dignified human life may be carried on. Now my contention is that such an ideal of social 
life...has fallen gradually into abeyance, if not decay, in modern times.315 
 
Chapman explains here that when people behave in a vulgar manner, as so many seem to do in 
nineteenth-century British society, this indicates a departure from the “social ideal” where they 
participate in the “harmonious whole of society.” Tissot paints this vulgar behavior, highlighted 
by a marine background, not as a means to complain about artifice and wealth but as a means to 
draw attention to a larger problem in society, the underlying social ills that accompany the 
success and wealth of the Industrial Revolution and ornamented bourgeois women who are a 
product of this social phenomenon.  
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Chapter Four 
 
Female Figureheads316 
 
Woven throughout a number of the paintings discussed in this dissertation, such as James 
Tissot’s Portsmouth Dockyard (1877; Figure 47) from the previous chapter and James Clarke 
Hook’s Catching a Mermaid (1883; Figure 61) that will be discussed in the present chapter, are 
another form of watery water woman, the female figurehead. Two grand figureheads in Tissot’s 
painting – a male figure representing a British officer and a female allegorical figure, possibly 
Athena – stretch out proudly from the front of their respective clipper ships and look out over the 
scene of the three figures in a skiff below. Because these carvings representing naval prowess are 
affixed to these lovely, traditional warships during a decade when the sailing ship was being 
usurped by the more powerful but less romantic steam ship, the figureheads in this painting 
conjure nostalgia and an old-fashioned love of the sea. In Hook’s Catching a Mermaid, three 
children rescue a female figurehead from a recent shipwreck, pulling from the tumultuous ocean 
onto the shore. This wooden carving becomes the children’s treasure, and Hook relates their 
unfledged excitement of finding treasure to adult fascination with the ocean and its vessels. 
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Though the simplest definition identifies a figurehead as a carved figure located on the 
stem, or front, of the ship, a true understanding of the meaning of a figurehead lies in the 
symbolic importance of these carved figures that we see in paintings such as Hook’s and 
Draper’s.317  This chapter investigates female figureheads from nineteenth-century British vessels 
and considers how their function was more than ornamental; figureheads embodied the soul of a 
ship and served as symbolic protectors of sailors on mysterious waters. These carved female 
figures from the Victorian era, which can often be grouped as maternal or sexualized figureheads 
according to visual composition, at first seem a surprising choice to hold the reins of power and 
guardianship over male sailors during an age characterized by the repression of real women and 
the rise of the cult of domesticity. However, closer examination reveals that figureheads filled 
the void of female presence on ships. Many sailors missed the loyal, nurturing women waiting 
patiently at home for their return, and others yearned for physical contact with sensual, 
passionate women during their isolation on board. Although sailors are stereotyped as physically 
strong, rough men, and Thomas Brassey confirms that many nineteenth-century British sailors 
who were from the “dregs of society” upheld these brash stereotypes, they longed for these 
relationships at sea.318 In addition to these figureheads representing absent women, they were 
often carved as idealized substitutes for the necessary female personas. Carvers selected traits 
they deemed most desirable – whether these were loyalty and passivity, sexuality and beauty, or 
pride in Britannia – and incorporated these traits in their figureheads. Why do sailors, seemingly 
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powerful men at sea, rely on the carving of a female to keep them safe? How do these 
figureheads inform Victorian social history?  
Although technically accurate, the definition of a figurehead as a “carved figure on [the] 
stem [located] immediately below [the] bowsprit” is general and hardly skims the surface of 
these carvings’ symbolic significance.319 Sailors often recounted stories concerning figureheads 
over the years, many which have been romantically and dramatically embellished, such as the 
notion that holding on to a figurehead could save a sailor’s life.320 Although these stories were 
frequently exaggerated and were far from the truth, the legendary status the figurehead has 
achieved from these tales is more significant than the inaccuracies, as they have given symbolic 
meaning to the figurehead. The figurehead represents the soul of a ship and is rich with 
superstition and mystery.321 Nineteenth-century carvings came in many forms, including lions, 
eagles, men, and horses, but one of the most popular subjects was women.322 Scholars have not 
determined the exact number of female figureheads, but they do note that female imagery 
undoubtedly became more prevalent in two areas during the mid- to late-nineteenth century. 
First, there was a surge of them in the Royal Navy. At the beginning of the Victorian period, 
female figureheads did not appear on royal ships unless representing a queen, a heroine, or a 
goddess, but the incorporation of female allegorical figureheads in the Navies broke this barrier 
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and female presence slowly emerged. There was also an influx of nude female carvings on 
merchant ships in the second half of the nineteenth century.  
 
Fear, Superstition and Tradition 
Reasoning behind the influx of female figureheads is connected to the female identity 
that presides over water in general. Rachel Carson, the famous biologist, ecologist, and writer, 
alludes to the ocean’s mystery but overrides its threatening demeanor in her book, The Sea 
Around Us. She instead focuses on the sea’s beauty and its gentle nature, using words such as 
“all-embracing” and “mother” to describe what she finds to be peaceful waters.323 Carson goes on 
to explain the natural way in which men re-entered the water as land mammals: 
Eventually man, too, found his way back to the sea. Standing on its shores, he must have looked out upon it 
with wonder and curiosity, compounded with an unconscious recognition of his lineage. He could not 
physically re-enter the ocean as the seals and whales had done. But over the centuries, with all the skill and 
ingenuity and reasoning powers of his mind, he has sought to explore and investigate even its most remote 
parts, so that he might re-enter it mentally and imaginatively.324 
 
According to Ann Zwinger, author of the introduction to Carson’s The Sea Around Us, this 
soothing explanation of man’s relationship with water may pacify stable “land mammals,” 
admitting that before reading the book she felt “at best…ill at ease and at worse, frightened” by 
the ocean.325 However, despite Carson’s gentle tone, her words do not reflect the sentiments of 
those, such as sailors, whose safety depends upon the somewhat predictable nature of the water.   
                                                
323 Rachel Carson, The Sea Around Us (New York: Oxford University Press, 1969), 8. 
 
324 Ibid., 14. 
 
325 Ann H. Zwinger, “Introduction,” in Rachel Carson, The Sea Around Us (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1969), xix.   
 165 
Fear of the ocean dates back to the primitive man, but the reasons behind this trepidation 
are not completely clear.326 Perhaps it began with Poseidon, the mythical god of the sea, who 
conducted his court beneath the water but also stirred squalls when he was angry.327 Or it could 
be due to the late development of underwater exploration. Deep sea diving came about much 
later than land discovery, and even when it did, divers’ vision was blurry.328  
Regardless of the reasons for uncertainty beneath the water, man has certainly reacted to 
it since history began. Sailors “felt [themselves] to be under the gaze of some mysterious being 
who lived beneath the sea,” an evil eye that existed throughout all waters.329 They humored ideas 
of fantastic sea monsters lurking beneath the water, as seen in this early sixteenth-century print 
after Johannes Stradanus called Ship Surrounded by Sea Monsters. Despite major seafaring 
advancements that made Britain’s navy a leading seapower as well as scientific findings that 
helped chart the ocean, ideas of sea monsters still lingered in people’s – and particularly sailors’ 
– minds and were a source of debate in the nineteenth-century (Figure 54). There are multiple 
firsthand accounts of sea monsters and sea serpents in Victorian newspapers. On August 6, 1848, 
the HMS Daedalus was en route to St. Helena when Captain M’Quhae and a number of his 
officers spotted a giant sea serpent near their ship. In a letter to The Times, Captain M’Quhae 
describes the sea monster as “an enormous sea serpent, with head and shoulders kept about four 
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feet constantly above the surface of the sea” that was at least sixty feet in length.330 He goes on to 
say that it moved quickly through the water and that it had a mane similar to that of a horse. 
Captain M’Quhae’s account initiated a back-and-forth debate between himself and members of 
the British society, such as a Professor Richard Owen, who questioned and attempted to disprove 
the Captain’s sighting.331 The Captain promptly retorted, however, standing behind his sightings 
and showing that these beliefs were not uncommon amongst sailors:  
I deny the existence of excitement or the possibility of optical illusion [in regards to his siting]. I adhere to 
the statements, as to form, colour, and dimensions, contained in my official report to the Admiralty, and I 
leave them as data whereupon the learned and scientific my exercise the ‘pleasure of imagination’ until 
some more fortunate opportunity shall occur of making a closer acquaintance with the ‘great unknown’ – in 
the present instance most assuredly no ghost.332 
 
M’Quhae’s was not the only report of a sea monster siting. There were many others 
throughout the nineteenth century that reveal sailors’ insistence that monsters lurked beneath the 
water, proving that this fear prevailed for centuries. In Legends and Superstitions of the Sea and 
of Sailors in All Lands and at All times, Fletcher Bassett provides numerous accounts of sea 
monster and sea serpent sightings in Britain and throughout the world. Like Captain M’Quhae’s 
siting, many of the monsters are sea serpents with manes and stretch to incredible lengths. 
Bassett tells of the ship, Pauline from London, for example, whose captain, officers, and crew 
spotted an extremely long sea serpent wrapped around and engulfing a large sperm whale, 
belittling the already enormous size of the sperm whale.333 In the archipelagos of Scotland, many 
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fishermen have seen giant sea serpents with manes and monster-like eyes that rear up out of the 
water and extend towards the sky.334 
Literature of the time also alluded to sea monsters, although it often added insight and 
details that questioned their validity and even offered a means of disproving the monsters. Jules 
Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea is a French science fiction novel that was 
translated into English – although not completely accurately – in the 1870s by Lewis Mercier 
and would have therefore been accessible to late nineteenth-century British and American 
audiences. In the novel, multiple countries fear a sited sea creature resembling a narwhal, which 
is an Arctic whale notable for its extended tusk, and refer to it as a “unicorn” because of this 
tusk.335 When a search team goes in search of the sea monster and finds monster, they discover 
that it is not a monster but a large submarine. Other nineteenth-century stories, such as Verne’s 
Journey to the Centre of the Earth and Victor Hugo’s Toilers of the Sea, both which were also 
translated and available in English, contain sea “monsters” that are actually giant octopuses, 
creatures that that do exist. 
Although the influence of such superstitions had lessened since earlier centuries 
coinciding with a greater knowledge and command of the sea (as seen with belief in sea monsters 
explained above), superstition still had a hold on seafarers throughout the nineteenth century. 
They abided by these superstitions because they were still at the mercy of the great yet 
unpredictable ocean and their powerful yet fragile vessel, and they recognize the transience of 
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their own lives. Nineteenth-century naval officer and author, Fletcher Basset, explains that 
superstitious practices were in practice from the moment a vessel set forth on its voyage.336 
During the traditional ceremony for the launching of a ship, someone typically broke a bottle of 
wine over the ship before it departed. If after this point when the shores, which are posts 
connecting the ship to the dock, are taken away the vessel does not move or there is some sort of 
accident, it was considered bad luck for the ship and its crew. In 1879, an English sailor was 
fined by law because he refused to go to sea on his designated ship after having a dream that the 
ship was lost at sea the previous night. Other examples of superstition that prevailed in the 
nineteenth century included the belief that it was bad luck to set sail on a Friday and good luck to 
depart on a Sunday, the notion that it was unlucky to lose a bucket overboard while at sea, and 
that it was bad luck to sew sails on the quarterdeck, or the raised deck beneath the stern that was 
typically reserved for officers.  
Perhaps one of the most familiar yet debated examples of nautical superstition was the 
notion that women brought bad luck to sailors while at sea. I mention this debate here in the 
chapter because another related tradition amongst sailors, which will be discussed subsequently, 
is the tendency to personify and feminize one’s surroundings in life at sea, which seems to 
contradict the idea that women were bad luck on the water. A trend to recognize and explore the 
lives of women aboard ships in nineteenth-century Britain has certainly been prevalent amongst 
scholars, particularly in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Joan Druett, for example, stands by her 
argument that female passengers were extremely common on voyages in her book, Hen Frigates: 
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Wives of Merchant Captains under Sail, and in email correspondence.337 While I, too, wish to 
recognize and give credit to these sea women, I have found meager information supporting the 
notion that women were frequently present at sea, and what information I did find primarily 
supports that women aboard sailing ships were still considered bad luck still in nineteenth-
century. With the exception of captains’ wives who are mentioned in some instances, most 
primary sailing accounts that I have read, such as the many told in Charles W. Domville-Fife’s 
Square Rigger Days: Autobiographies of Sail, only speak of the burly men on board and usually 
do not mention women. Bassett’s text on legends and superstitions, written in 1885, 
contemporaneous with the sailors considered in this study, provides specific evidence about the 
superstition that women brought misfortune to sea and says that women were bad luck both on 
board and close to shore. For example, he says some Cornish sailors believe that women visiting 
them before setting sail kept them from catching fish, and Scottish sailors believed it was bad 
luck if a woman wishes him good luck.338 Many contemporary scholars also agree with this 
notion of female taboo onboard in the nineteenth century. Marcus Rediker, for example, says that 
sailors felt women could bring misfortune because they threatened the social order of the ship.339 
In Women Sailors and Sailors’ Women, David Cordingly explains that although the British navy 
would at times reluctantly allow officers’ or diplomat’s wives on board, sailors usually 
considered them an annoyance and though difficult to support with evidence, says a general 
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taboo regarding women on ships did exist.340 Cordingly alludes to the irony that I address in this 
chapter when saying: “What is curious about the sailors’ superstition [regarding women being 
bad luck on board] is that it is flatly contradicted by the long-held belief that water is the female 
element and that women have powers over the sea that are denied to men.”341 Considering so 
much of sea life was feminized – the ocean, the ship, the figurehead - the notion of women 
bringing misfortune at sea certainly suggests an interesting dichotomy. 
In addition to unpredictable nature of the water regarding weather and uncertainty 
beneath the water, a Victorian sailor’s fear and superstitions can also be attributed to routine 
hardships he experienced daily at sea. Merchant sailors could be sailing without seeing land 
between three to six months during long distance trades, and this isolated life was physically and 
emotionally draining. This brutal sailing life was typically characterized by meager food, illness, 
quarreling amongst the sailors because of prolonged close quarters, and many deaths resulting 
from men falling from the high rigging.342 Though incidents of scurvy had largely decreased in 
the Royal Navy and the upper tiers of the merchant navy by the mid- late-nineteenth century, the 
disease still persisted in the lower rankings of the merchant navy.343 In addition to the common 
attribution of scurvy to a lack of fresh citrus fruits, other factors of a hard lifestyle also caused 
this disease. Brassey says scurvy was “essentially starvation,” where a sailor’s diet consisted of 
rations of salted beef and pork, and that those partaking in the most strenuous manual labour 
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were more prone to developing scurvy.344 He goes on to remark that nineteenth-century merchant 
ship officers were poor representatives of England because they were moody and short tempered 
from their long journeys at sea, they were often dishonest, and many had drinking problems.345 
The distresses and challenges of everyday life added additional daily fear to sailors’ voyages, 
giving them more reason to depend upon superstition for a safe return home. 
Although fear was a large part in a sailor’s daily life at sea, seamen did feel a certain 
thrill that accompanied uncertainty on the water. Coinciding with the Industrial Revolution that 
was gaining momentum in the early nineteenth-century, steamer ships, which were driven by 
engines, slowly made their way into the mainstream and began to surpass the prevalence of 
masted sailing ships. By the mid-nineteenth century steamers were widespread and conversely, 
sailing ships were becoming obsolete, and scholars therefore recognize 1850/70 to 1910 as the 
“dying world of the sail,” a time surrounded by much romance and nostalgia.”346 The ascendancy 
of the steamer and its usurping of the sailing ship ironically and tragically coincided with a time 
when the sailing ship had been perfected and was in its “Golden Age.”347 In his Log of the Sea, 
maritime officer and writer Felix Riesenberg nostalgically comments on the switch from the 
sailing ship to the steam ship, highlighting the romance and excitement working on a sailing 
ship: 
The steamer and its relentless follower, the motor vessel, are robbing the sea of its hardships, but they are 
also rubbing away those romantic reflections which made the sea bearable, aye, a compelling thing without 
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reason, or tangible reward...Harsh as the sea was it then held virgin treasures not yet soiled by millions of 
smeary hands.348 
 
Multiple comments such as this from sailors-turned-writers such as Riesenberg show that there 
was something classically beautiful, romantic, and more worthwhile in sailing ships because they 
were more challenging and less monotonous than the newer steamers. While fear was 
undoubtedly present in a sailors’ life at sea, it was not necessarily a deterrent. Uncertainty and 
hardships were part of a sailors’ adventure and they relished in this excitement. 
In addition to appeasing the fears of sailors, the ship and the sea were personified in 
sexual ways that glorified the final days of the sailing ship in contrast to the lackluster steamship. 
This was most likely derived from the more general tendency in history to sexualize things of a 
maritime nature, particularly words such as “sea” as a metaphor for sexual pleasure and 
“boarding” as a metaphor for intercourse, and Diane Dugaw points out that Victorians would 
have readily recognized these associations.349 Harris’s List of Covent-Garden Ladies, an annual 
directory of prostitutes living in London from the eighteenth-century, frequently employs 
oceanic and shipping terms when describing these women. The 1789 list relates an evening with 
“Mrs. C-ild, No. 24, Newman-Street” to “a night’s swim in this ocean of delight,” and tells of 
“Mrs. Cr-fby, No. 24, George Street, over Black Fryar’s Bridge” in the 1788 list how a male 
client, who was actually a ship captain, “opened her port hole, cleared her gangway, and threw 
her virtue overboard.”350 Just as ships were eroticized as prostitutes, they could also represent 
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more proper sexual encounters with one’s wife who represented the ideal angel in the house. 
Dugaw says that a ship could be like a “deeroticised and subservient Victorian wife” who 
“merely suffers through her ‘loading.’”351 
When the steamer threatened and eventually took over the traditional sailing in the late 
nineteenth century, the eroticization of the ocean and its vessels made way for the more specific 
sexual characterization of these ship types. Joseph Conrad, who once sailed on a type of sailing 
ship called a clipper ship, often applies gender roles to the sea in his writing. Scholars have 
interpreted his postulations in various ways, but the overriding notion is that the way in which he 
feminizes the sea and ships shows his preference and glorification the sailing ship to the steam 
ship. In An Outcast of the Islands, he says: 
The sea of the past [before the steam ship] was an incomparable beautiful mistress, with inscrutable face, 
with cruel and promising eyes. The sea of today is a used-up drudge, wrinked and defaced by the churned-
up wakes of brutal propellers, robbed of the enslaving charm of its vastness, stripped of its beauty, of its 
mystery and of its promise.352 
 
Once again, we see evidence that the sailor did not flee from his challenges brought by the 
sailing ship; he enjoyed the challenge. The sea during the time of the sailing ship was appealing 
to sailors because she was beautiful and mysterious. She may have been a challenge, but sailors 
relished in this challenge. In contrast, Conrad is disillusioned by the newer steamship that is 
simpler to operate and lacks charm and allure. Nayder’s chapter in Iron Men, Wooden Women 
called “Sailing Ships and Steamers, Angels and Whores” uses Conrad’s writing to compare 
sailing ships to an angel in the home because it needs to be controlled by man and a steamer to a 
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lascivious, fallen woman because it is forceful and does not require much work.353 Furthermore, 
Tabili interprets Conrad’s work as saying that steamships are emasculating because they 
facilitate laziness in men by nature of their engine propelling.354 
Although necessary to comment on this romantic excitement prevalent in the world of 
sailing, an overwhelming fear of uncertainty presided over much of the life at sea. This 
compound cause of fear for sailors at sea – weather, harsh conditions, fear of sea monsters – 
initiated a need to combat this trepidation. Thus, the origin of the figurehead, which began as an 
eye painted on the bow planking of the boat called an “oculus” that was thought to balance out or 
neutralize the threatening evil eye beneath the water (Figure 55). The oculus dates back to 
approximately 4,000 B.C. when the Egyptians painted them on the front of their boats, and they 
can still be seen today on Sicilian, Portuguese, Indian, and Chinese vessels. Just as oculi are still 
incorporated into modern-day shipbuilding, the superstition behind them also carried over and 
was still very much alive in the late nineteenth century.  
The oculus alludes to the ever-present relationship between sea and vessel. The sea is 
organic and unpredictable, defined by borders that are “littoral” or on a shore, so they are always 
changing.355 The littoral therefore represents mystery, opportunity, fear, and at its most extreme, 
life and death. The ship is the contender against the strong sea and the protector of sailors who 
venture in it. Passengers hope that it will carry them smoothly to safety or at least hold up under 
stressful storms, but at times, a ship succumbs to the natural power of the ocean and can be a 
detriment to its passengers.  
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Coinciding with these superstitions was the sailors’ more specific tendency to feminize 
and personify their surroundings. With such weight depending on the security of a ship, the 
feminization and personification of the ocean, vessels, figureheads, and life at sea in general that 
symbolically brought men closer to them is fitting. Amidst so much uncertainty, sailors hoped 
that a human-like connection would allow for an understanding, taming, and calming of both. 
Ships had female names and figureheads were almost always related to the name of the ship, 
which further supports their often-feminine identity. Naming a ship and a figurehead after 
someone who was lucky, for example, was essential in helping secure a good future for the 
vessel.356 Taking personification a step further, sailors interacted with their ships and figureheads, 
treating them as human by speaking to them and handling them. Bassett provides many accounts 
of sailors from various nations who personified their vessels, such as sailors promising the ships 
new coats of paint if they sailed faster and even talking to their mizzenmast (the third mast from 
the bow), asking it sailing advice.357 Bassett cites a source from an 1852 edition of the Spectator 
who says: “Ships no longer sea-worthy, when about to break up...have been known to give forth 
moaning sounds like wailing; the sailor cannot conjecture how the noise is made, or the exact 
spot whence it proceeds, but he knows too well its import, and his heart fails him.”358 The threat 
of danger always lingered in the backs of sailor’s minds, so the way in which they related to the 
boat and the sea was careful and tender. They tried to appease these artificial female entities just 
as they would attempt to please a mother or a lover.   
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As fear took hold of many seamen, superstitions caused them to paint eyes, add 
personalities, and carve figureheads for their boats. Figureheads practically reached the status of 
a deity at sea, endowed with supernatural protective powers. The superstitious believed that if a 
ship were to encounter the deadly ghost ship, the Flying Dutchman, the only way to safety was 
by wrapping one’s arms around the figurehead of the boat as tightly as possible. Just as a good 
figurehead meant good fortune for the ship, a damaged one was a bad omen.359 There are many 
legendary tales of ships running into trouble after the loss or damage of their figurehead. Frank 
Bowen argues that “[figureheads were] founded in a mixed desire to conciliate a deity and to 
terrify and enemy.”360  
James Clarke Hook’s Catching a Mermaid (1883; Figure 56) is a strong pictorial 
representation that uses childlike fascination to capture the superstition and magic surrounding 
the ocean, shipping, and figureheads. The painting depicts three children – two boys and a girl – 
playing on a rocky ocean coast with a turbulent sea in the background. They have discovered a 
female figurehead detached from its ship and floating in the water, and they are pulling it up onto 
shore with a rope. The image reads like a narrative where the proceedings of the painting unfold 
from left to right. A patch of craggy rocks and crashing water at the upper left of the canvas 
create a sloping line that leads the viewer’s eye across and down the image. The scene is painted 
at the exact moment of impact so that the water spits a foamy white mist into the air – familiar to 
many who have visited the seaside – lending a sense of explosive excitement and moisture that 
permeates the painting. Just to the right of the splash a ship has wrecked in the distance, 
signifying danger and the supreme power of the ocean and nature. Following the sloping line 
                                                
359 Michael Stammers, Figureheads and Ship Carving (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2005), 8.   
360 Frank C. Bowen, “Ships’ Figureheads,” in Shipping Wonders of the World, ed. Clarence Winchester 
(London: Waverly Book Company, 1937), 776-80.  
 177 
across and down the canvas to the foreground, the viewer meets three children who play on the 
rocky coast and have just discovered their carved treasure. First is a cautious girl who holds back 
a curious young boy, presumably her younger brother, who wants to be closer to the action. 
Further to the right is the focal point of the painting where the older brother pulls the figurehead 
from the water, most likely a lost wooden appendage from the shipwreck in the background. 
Hook paints the figurehead herself as if she could come to life at any moment. Her expression is 
eerie in its intensity, and the seaweed draped over her head and neck enhance the mysterious 
quality of the treasure the children have found. They approach the figurehead with both 
excitement and seriousness, thrilled by their mysterious find and anticipating and hopeful of its 
importance.  
The title of the painting, Catching a Mermaid, is a play on the childlike fascination that 
prevails in this picture. In imagining a narrative that might frame this scene, one can envision the 
children running home after their discovery and excitedly telling their parents they have caught a 
mermaid. Hook’s painting accords with the late nineteenth-century fascination with the sea and 
the superstitions people brought to the water, and it suggests that this innocent enchantment also 
surfaces in adults and especially sailors. Sailors clung to their superstitious ideas with the active 
imaginations of children. The title also alludes to the popularity of mermaid and water 
enchantress imagery discussed in Chapter Two. Unlike the threatening nature of water 
enchantresses such as sirens and water nymphs, mermaids were characterized by kindness while 
still embodying magic and mystery of the ocean. Connecting the figurehead with a mermaid here 
infuses the wooden carving with magic while keeping it safe for the children, and it also alludes 
to the mystery of the ocean that endured throughout the nineteenth century. 
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Superstition was also perpetuated by legends surrounding actual figureheads. The 
Primos, for example, was an iron barque built in 1869 in Sunderland and was intended to carry 
sugar from Havana to various areas of Britain.361 While en route in 1871, the barque became 
entangled in the infamous craggy rocks of the Scilly Isles and immediately began to sink.362 
Quickly engulfed by the heavy ocean, the vessel sank in a mere seven minutes and left only one 
living crewmember, Vicenzo Defilice, floundering in the violent waters. After treading in cold 
water for about an hour, he spotted the female figurehead from the Primos (Figure 57), which 
had also been detached from the ship and was floating nearby. Legend has it that Defilice saw 
the “serene” expression on the face of the beautiful, classical figurehead and his hope was 
restored. He swam to the large figurehead and clung to her for almost two hours before a passing 
boat rescued him. The figurehead itself later washed ashore onto St. Martin’s, a northern island 
in the Scilly Islands, and is now a part of the Valhalla Collection.  
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What is most significant about this event is not the factual information but the legendary 
status that such figureheads often acquire from these stories. They have been passed down over 
the years and still circulate, and this story of the Primos was recently recounted on the official 
Tresco Island blog.363 Whether true or exaggerated as with the children who caught the mermaid, 
these legends instill and perpetuate a power in these wooden women.  
To appreciate and understand nineteenth-century figureheads, we must first briefly look 
back to those of the Baroque era and the eighteenth century. After the grandiose ornamentation 
of the seventeenth century, the eighteenth century saw a simplification in the decoration on 
ships.364 This minimal style was a result of the British Admiralty’s order in 1703 to reduce 
“excessive” decoration on ships and limit it to a figurehead in the form of a lion, but in 1727 the 
law was again loosened to allow for a broader range of subject matter for figureheads.365 The 
Battle of Trafalgar in the early nineteenth century brought about cost reductions on ship 
ornamentation, and this changed the form of the figurehead.366 Instead of situating full-length 
figures at the front of the vessel as carvers had done in the past, they reduced the figurehead to 
three-fourths or half-length. In addition to cutting down on costs, this also called for less skill, 
leaving less susceptibility to damage, a lighter weight, and contributing to better balance for the 
ship. Visually, the outcome was a morphed half-female, half-boat figure. 
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In designing a figurehead, carvers referred to prints, pattern books, and other texts on 
ornamentation as inspiration, and they made drawings and wax molds in preparation.367 For the 
actual carving process, a rough outline of the design was first cut from tree trunks, the wood was 
then formed and smoothed, and finally details were added. Figureheads were typically carved 
from oak or pine, both durable woods that could withstand weathering and water damage. 
Carvers used multiple trees for elaborate designs, and some pieces, such as removable arms, 
were held together with copper bolts. The final product was usually very heavy with larger 
figureheads weighing in at a ton. 
Little research has been conducted on the painting of the figurehead, but the explanation 
by Michael Stammers in his book Figureheads and Ship Carving goes into some detail. All 
original painting was carried out in the carver’s workshop, meaning figurehead carvers most 
likely had substantial skill in paint application in addition to carving. Paint was comprised of a 
mixture of pigments, lead, linseed oil, and turpentine. While early figureheads were painted with 
a variety of colored coats, nineteenth-century figureheads were usually painted entirely white 
with simple gilding on the edges. This cut down on costs and time and gave the appearance of 
smooth, white marble.  
Some figurehead examples considered in this paper have what looks to be the original 
solid white paint and subtle gilding, and others have been repainted with color while at sea or in 
harbor as needed. Kidbrooke Store Manager at the National Maritime Museum, Bernard Bryant, 
notes that many figureheads as we see them today have been repainted between thirty and forty 
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times.368 The original white coat was usually applied with care, but subsequent coats were 
slapped on carelessly. If a sailor noticed corrosion while at sea, he may have hurriedly added a 
coat of paint in an attempt to preserve the figurehead. Bryant also referenced the military saying, 
“If it moves, salute it; if it’s stationary, paint it,” suggesting that when in harbor, figureheads 
were also repainted in preparation for a visit from the queen or other royalty in an attempt to 
appear fresh, clean, and shiny.369  
Although rich histories may hide beneath these multiple paint layers, they are often 
problematic for current scholars. First, contemporary viewers may incorrectly assume that the 
colorful figureheads were originally painted in this manner and they will infer meaning from the 
color choice. Furthermore and perhaps most importantly, thirty to forty layers of paint drastically 
changes the appearance of the carving itself. Up close, many figureheads, such as that of the 
National Maritime Museum’s HMS Atalanta (Figure 58), appear crudely executed and lacking 
detail due to the many layers of paint that hide original intricacies added by the carver. Clumped 
paint is visible on the face and neck of Atalanta, and the lack of detail gives her facial features a 
masculine appearance, particularly seen by the abrupt red lips and painted in eyebrows. 
Unfortunately, little effort has been made to restore figureheads to their original conditions.  
Even taking into account these set-backs and limitations due to conservation and 
construction, the figurehead still informs our understand of Victorian society, the feminine ideal, 
and sailing life. One typically associates notion of separate spheres, which allowed men a 
position in the public domain while restricting women to private domestic spaces, with the new 
middle class. However, there was an undeniable tendency across the classes to separate sexes so 
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that God directed man, man directed woman, and woman directed her household. The discourse 
surrounding separate spheres that often applies to the middle class can therefore also be applied 
to other groups, such as the working class.370 Sailors were usually categorized as hands, meaning 
the unthinking, manual laborers of the working class, and women discussed in this chapter who 
were connected to sailors were typically from the working class as well but nevertheless upheld 
Victorian ideals such as domesticity, maternity and passivity.371  
The separation between sexes that much of Victorian society deemed so important at first 
seems to support that women, specifically sailor’s wives, daughters, and sweethearts, remained 
in the domestic sphere of their homes while sailors existed in their own masculine sphere at sea. 
However, the ship and life working on it was different than of, for example, a man going to work 
every day at a bank. While most men worked in the public sphere and returned home at the end 
of each day to the domestic sphere with their wives and children, sailors could spend months at 
sea without even seeing land. A sailor’s workspace was therefore also his domestic space, so 
they labored, ate, and slept in the ship, which became a multi-purpose and all-encompassing 
habitat. This non-traditional arrangement contradicted the practice of the separating one’s 
workspace and one’s home space in Victorian England and created a strange blend. In addition to 
this lumping of spaces, sailors missed human female contact, whether this was a teenage sailor 
homesick for his mother, a husband missing the nurturing and domestic capabilities of his wife, 
or a lustful sailor yearning for a night with a prostitute. 
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Who was responsible for figurehead selection for each vessel, and what does their 
position in society tell us about their choice? Ship owners, who were often part of a shipping 
company, as well as figurehead carvers less directly, can both be identified as responsible for 
these choices. However, the figurehead is largely seen and experienced by the sailors on the ship 
on which the figurehead resided, meaning they also had a close relationship with the figurehead. 
Researching these three groups – ship owners, figurehead carvers, and sailors – shows that they 
jointly reflect the figurehead choices and importance for each ship. Additionally, these men all 
come from varying backgrounds, meaning they are not only representative of a particular class or 
group in Victorian Britain, but of the general theoretical concept of the Victorian man. 
Who were ship owners? At the beginning of the nineteenth century they were typically 
chartered companies who had special arrangements with certain countries with whom they 
wished to trade, and this trade was regulated.372 Another type of ship owner was the Free Trader 
who was owned by a capitalist firm or a small partnership and was permitted to go where trade 
was not controlled. When major trade routes to the East opened in the mid-nineteenth century, 
however, chartered companies or private firms became the major ship owners, but there were 
still some Free Traders who were owned by “a capitalist or a small partnership.”373 Many ship 
owners used family members as models for figurehead carvings of boats, particularly if they 
were attractive, but sometimes they deferred to the carver’s own design. 
Although this paper approaches the figurehead from an art historical perspective, the 
figurehead carver was not elevated in society as an artistic genius as many artists are. Their work 
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was seen more as a craft, and they fell into the category of the working class. Figurehead carving 
was one of the many facets of the shipbuilding industry, and it was an outfitting trade alongside 
other trades such as block making, sail making, and upholstery for ships.374 Nor was figurehead 
carving considered a primary shipbuilding trade; carving jobs were typically sub-contracted, 
placing figurehead carvers lower on the totem pole. Figurehead carving took place in a carving 
“firm.” Once a carving was completed, it would be painted in the carving workshop and 
someone in the firm would take it to the ship and supervise its mounting onto the ship. In 
addition to the partners working in the firm were apprentices, who entered the firm and learned 
the trade for seven years before becoming a journeyman, meaning they could go wherever they 
chose to find carving work. Choosing a life as a figurehead carver was generally quite unstable. 
Because the work was sub-contracted and because there were times when there was little demand 
for figureheads, carvers went through bouts when they had little work and they had to look 
elsewhere for a means of survival. Carvers often moved from town to town searching for work, 
or they offered other services such as work as a cabinet or picture frame carver.  
How significant and influential was a carver’s role in dictating the creation of the 
figurehead? While many of the figureheads were customized according to the ship owner’s 
preferences, this did not always detract from the carver’s influence. Carvers frequently used their 
own family or even themselves as models for their figureheads. David Hughes, a carver from 
Liverpool, frequently used his wife as a model, and his daughter sat for his carving of the four-
masted barque called the Kate Thomas, which eventually wrecked off the coast of Lands End, 
the western-most point of Cornwall. Adding to the significant role of the carvers is the fact that 
they often used their own models, such as family members, for both figureheads commissioned 
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by shipowners who based on other people as well as for ready-made figureheads that they sold to 
ship owners. The Kate Thomas, for example, was owned by William Thomas and Company, a 
ship owning, managing, and insurance broker out of Liverpool, and modeled after a family 
member named Kate Thomas. Although it was a portrait of this family member, it was modeled 
after Hughes’ daughter. Figurehead carvers also often advertised that they had ready-made 
figurehead carvings available, including selections of female busts, lions, and decorative 
flourishes for ships. They most likely did this to make easier and quicker sales, allowing the ship 
owner to quickly select and mount a figurehead and avoid the hastle of having a customized 
figurehead created for his ship. 
What this tells us is that figurehead selection not only a collaborative effort of creation 
and selection between the ship owner and the carver, but this process was not always as 
customized as one might believe. Ultimately, this supports that figureheads in part perpetuated 
the general feminine ideal set forth by the carvers and ship owners on the nineteenth century. 
There was a desirable format for these figureheads, and carvers made them and ship owners 
selected them based on this format, which often conformed to the Victorian feminine ideal and 
cemented this image into a viewer’s mind.  
Although sailors did not directly select and create the figureheads as did the ship owners 
and carvers, they lived and worked most closely with the figureheads and their integral 
connection to a sailing ship sheds light on the figurehead/largely informs out discussion of 
figureheads. In British Seamen: As Described in Recent Parliamentary and Official Documents, 
Thomas Brassey explains that because sailing was a last resort for many men looking for an 
occupation, sailors were often taken from the “dredges of society.”375 Sailors also had this poor 
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reputation throughout society, such as Captain J. G. Bisset’s parents who told him that “only 
ne’er-do-wells went to sea” upon hearing of his desire to become a sailor.376 While some were 
draw to a life at sea because they found it romantic or were from families of sailors, many did 
not have proper schooling or skills to partake in any other position.377  
When considered alongside middle class ship owners and working class carvers, the 
often-brutish sailors round out the group and show that many different classes of nineteenth-
century Victorians influenced and interacted with the figurehead. As a viewer, one cannot simply 
understand the figurehead as stemming from one source who is from a particular societal group; 
they are a product of multiple, varying facets of society, making them representative of a wide 
range of views and ultimately the more general desired Victorian ideal woman. Furthermore, one 
cannot look at a figurehead and isolate a particular group for whom the figurehead was intended 
and who most frequently viewed the carving. If this is so, many may argue that the most frequent 
viewers were those passed by the ship when it was docked instead of the sailors who may not 
have made direct eye contact with the figurehead because of its location on the ship. The 
figurehead must be understood more collectively, as a significant symbolic carving that was 
created by a group and was taken in/absorbed by a group as well. The aim is not to pinpoint 
specific instances when a homesick sailor looked, for example, at a maternal type figurehead and 
felt soothed by her maternal qualities. The goal, instead, is to show how figureheads represented 
the essence of the ideal Victorian woman, which was often maternal (in this instance), and to try 
and work out her meaning at the front of a vessel.  
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Amplifying the longing for female contact while at sea was the fact that women were 
largely absent on during sailing ship voyages, particularly because their presence was considered 
bad luck. On the one hand, this is not surprising considering women’s association with 
domesticity. On the other hand, it highlights the irony that while women were taboo on ships, the 
nineteenth century saw an influx of figureheads that were female.  
When considering the large group of female figureheads from nineteenth-century Britain, 
particular visual trends emerge. Most notable is the repeated choice to carve a figurehead that 
bears desirable qualities, the very qualities that men lacked and longed for during their voyages. 
While these traits varied, an analysis of these figureheads reveals the repetition of two major 
trends: the maternal, domestic, and loyal woman waiting patiently at home, whom I refer to as 
the maternal figurehead, and although less prevalent, the lustful and sexually desirable 
figurehead, whom I refer to as a sexual figurehead. There are many figureheads that fall into the 
maternal group, whereas only elements of certain figureheads are considered sexual. Also, the 
maternal figurehead group may be divided into subsequent groups, such as figureheads that are 
particularly domestic, passive, or even younger figureheads who have the elements of a maternal 
figurehead but have not yet fully grown into their role. In addition to these two groups but to a 
lesser extent than the maternal and sexual types I consider allegorical figureheads, another 
popular figurehead type which is often confused with sexual figureheads. Allegorical figureheads 
are different than the maternal and sexual categories because they fit in with the longstanding 
tradition of visually representing allegory, but I recognize this group because they were fairly 
plentiful in nineteenth-century Britain and because they are connected with Britain’s reign as a 
sea power. 
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In their attempt to replace a sense of the feminine at sea through figureheads, carvers 
used this opportunity to idealize the figureheads, creating an improved version of women in the 
flesh based on the Victorian feminine ideal. Elisabeth Bronfen explains that although woman is 
frequently the subject of visual representation, as an individual she is often cast aside to instead 
represent the object of male fantasy.378 In their transference of female characteristics to life at sea, 
sailors and carvers did just this, selecting particular female traits that they preferred. They chose 
what they found desirable, whether it was maternal, sexual or allegorical characteristics, and they 
appealed to the male fantasy of the Victorian feminine ideal and to male sexual fantasy, securing 
selected images of woman through the immortal representation of the female figurehead. 
 
Maternal Figureheads 
Maternal figureheads may in many ways remind the viewer of conversation pieces and 
genre paintings discussed in the introduction of the dissertation that confirmed a woman’s place 
in the home. When assessed detached from their ship, an isolated carving of the maternal 
figurehead often bears the same qualities as a Victorian angel in the home: she is conservative, 
matronly, attentive and passive. However, when considered in situ at the prow of the ship, 
particularly when it is sailing, the maternal figurehead takes on new meaning because the woman 
she represents has been removed from the confines of the domestic interior and placed at the 
head of the vessel. These carvings have a complex identity that both confirms a woman’s place 
as angel in the home and questions this role for women that I discuss in this section. 
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Of the many examples of the maternal figurehead, the figurehead of a ship entitled the 
Mary Ann (Figure 59), launched in the English Channel in 1840, is exemplary of this type. This 
beautiful carving, modeled after a woman named Mary Ann, is accompanied by a narrative that 
supports her maternal existence. Joshua Quinton was a ship owner, husband, and father in 
nineteenth-century England whose children were cared for by a nanny named Mary Ann. During 
an outing to the seaside, the children were swimming in the water and were suddenly pulled into 
deep waters by a large wave. Although it was uncommon for women to know how to swim, 
Mary Ann jumped into the water, fully dressed, and carried the children safely to land. Joshua 
Quinton was so impressed that he not only compensated Mary Ann for her heroic act, he also 
named a ship after her and crafted a figurehead in her honor. Costa explains that from a ship 
owner such as Quinton, this was the highest compliment one could pay. 
The figurehead of the Mary Ann shows the same nurturing excellence as its namesake. 
The half-bust carving of the Mary Ann wears a conservative frock with a high-necked blouse 
beneath, secured with a brooch at the top button. Wrapped around her torso and arms is a heavy 
shawl, anchoring her arms to her side and slightly back and holding her posture upright. Mary 
Ann’s hair is arranged neatly around her face to show order without flaunting beauty, and the 
expression on her slightly upturned face, eyebrows raised as if she is anticipating instruction, 
reveals an eagerness to satisfy and a submission to her superiors.  
While Joshua Quinton undoubtedly intended to honor his children’s nanny, he 
nevertheless strengthened the tie between the Victorian woman and domesticity with this 
portrait. It was not, however, out of the ordinary for carvers or ship owners to model figureheads 
after their own wives or daughters, particularly ones that were beautiful. Creating a lasting image 
of a female family member that would represent strength and luck for a vessel was most likely a 
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point of pride for a carver and ship owner. Joshua Quinton takes this a step further by 
recognizing in a woman substantial moral traits rather than superficial physical assets.  
Although the image of Mary Ann does justice to her acts of bravery, the restricted 
manner in which she is portrayed forever ties her image to the home. Her proper attire is similar 
to that of the woman in Walter Deverell’s The Grey Parrot, and both use appearances and dress 
as a means to imply the notion of the angel in the house and the need for women to conform to 
the standards of the Victorian feminine ideal. The figurehead’s arms are tethered to her side, her 
blouse is buttoned as tightly as it will allow and is secured with a pin, and her posture is 
submissive. Many nineteenth-century pictorial representations of woman ultimately expose the 
absence of the female as an individual.379 We can look to the theory of representation that states 
that when an artist visually represents or generates an image of a living being, they are 
figuratively draining the life from the living being and giving life to the inanimate picture. Any 
type of visual representation of a living being therefore means the figurative death of that being, 
since the representation erases their existence as a person. This was particularly true in 
nineteenth-century female representation, since woman was only thought to exist in relationship 
to man. While Mary Ann’s mortal body and spirit eventually died, her existence as a figure of 
domesticity has been eternalized through her figurehead representation. Quinton has honored the 
nanny, but has forever frozen her domestic image.   
Implementing the wooden version of Mary Ann on a ship also fills the need for the ship’s 
own mother and nanny, which is particularly relevant considering many sailors were young 
teenage apprentices longing for their mothers. Captain J. G. Bissett recounts his early days at sea 
as a fourteen-year old apprentice, explaining that although his love for sea life eventually caught 
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up with the romantic image of sailing he had held before his first journey, the work was initially 
very hard and he was extremely homesick. In telling of his first night away from home sleeping 
on the ship, he describes the pains of sleeping on the sailors’ straw bed called a “donkey’s 
breakfast”: “...sleep positively refused to come to me. It was my first experience of a straw bed, 
and it smelt like a damp stable. Thoughts of my family sleeping in comfort ran through my head, 
and it was only a sense of shame that kept me from stealing ashore and running home.”380 He 
later tells of his second voyage after a visit home, and upon returning to the ship he discovered 
some “dainties” such as chocolate, apples, and teach, which he says were “all priceless treasures 
to any apprentice.”381 
Such homesickness of young apprentices leaving their homes for the first time and 
missing their mothers is not surprising, and the placement of a pleasant, maternal looking female 
figurehead would have, perhaps even unconsciously, been soothing for a young apprentice 
feeling lost and motherless. Sailors would have been reminded of Mary Ann’s maternal bravery 
when looking to the stem of the ship. Her commendable traits would always be emulated, and 
she would be a stand-in for the sailors’ wives or daughters at home while they were at sea. At a 
time when they felt homesick and needing comfort from a “donkey’s breakfast” or when they 
felt that their fate was out of their control and subject to disastrous weather, they would turn to 
these wooden effigies of mothers provided them comfort. 
Another excellent specimen of the maternal figurehead type is known as Old Goody 
(Figure 60), originally from a wooden schooner and now part of the Long John Silver Collection 
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of the Cutty Sark.382 While she also falls within the maternal figurehead category and bears 
qualities related to the Mary Ann, the carver and ship owner decided to emphasize her domestic 
characteristics rather than her maternal qualities. The name Old Goody refers to the figurehead as 
an old but good housewife. She wears a proper dress that is secured at her neck and accented 
with a collar from a blouse beneath. Over her dress she wears an apron around her waist, 
implying cooking or cleaning duties and making her appear almost as a maid rather than a 
housewife. Her right hand rests over her heart to suggest allegiance to both her household duties 
and to her husband while he is gone at sea.  
This carving would have served as a reminder to sailors that their wives were pressing on 
with their domestic duties at home and remaining faithful to their occupation as sailors, 
confirmation that a sailor’s home life remains intact while he is away. In a letter dated 1812 from 
James Whitworth, a sailor on the HMS Portia describes the hardships at sea and says that he 
“pray[s] God [their] children never taste the bitter cup [they, the sailors] have had and at present 
are drinking.”383 He goes on to describe the horrid food and he says that he has used up all of his 
waistcoats and handkerchiefs, admitting that “mending and washing [himself] is never what [he] 
was used to.”384 The regular comforts sailors enjoyed at home such as good food and clean, 
repaired clothes feel like missing luxuries while at sea. Old Goody represents the steadfast 
housewife who remains at home taking care of domestic duties. She also gives promise to sailors 
that their wives will be waiting patiently at home upon their return to land. 
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Related to the maternal figurehead is what I refer to as a sweetheart figurehead who 
represents the passionate love between a young woman and a sailor. Artist John Lee captures this 
in his painting, Sweethearts and Wives (1860; Figure 61), a type of dockside scene extremely 
popular in 1850s Britain that celebrates young love challenged by a sailor’s life at sea. In this 
painting, we see a young woman and mother grasping the hands of a sailor and a young bride 
saying goodbye to her husband. The intense connection between the two central figures is the 
focal point of the painting, and their penetrating gazes reveal a genuinely loving bond. The 
exchange is also sad, as they anticipate longing for one another, as well as hopeful and loyal, as 
if to vow that their love is strong and they can endure this challenge.  
The figurehead from the small Welsh wooden schooner, the Jane Owen (1860; Figure 
62), exemplifies the sweetheart figurehead type. The schooner and figurehead were made in 
1860 and wrecked in 1889 on the Queen’s Ledge in the Scilly Isles, and the figurehead is now 
appropriately housed in the Valhalla Collection. Although similar to the maternal figurehead 
type because she seems to promise nurturing and domestic qualities, this figurehead is different 
from the previous examples considered because overt matronly qualities are replaced by young, 
dainty, pretty, and ladylike characteristics with a hint of flirtation. Her hair is up in a Victorian 
hairstyle, curled, and accented with a blue bow, and her evening dress with a red rose is a typical 
of 1850 to 1855 in Britain, further tying her with the sweetheart trend seen in Lee’s painting that 
was completed only a few years later. The carver clearly wanted to show the woman’s attractive 
figure to an extent while retaining her modesty and ladylikeness. Many female figureheads hold 
a hand to their chest, but she does not.385 Her off-the-shoulder dress reveals a slim chest and 
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shoulders, and the rose at her breast adds femininity and sensuality. She also gazes off to the 
right with a pleasant, approachable expression. While some figureheads, particularly allegorical 
ones which I address later, thrust their bodies forwards and upwards as if to forcefully and 
courageously encourage movement, the body of the figurehead of the Jane Owen shows her to be 
more thoughtfully confident, as if she’s a gentle protector who looks ahead but guides tenderly. 
She still retains passion of a young woman fresh in love, and her prettiness and loyalty would 
remind young sailors of their sweethearts waiting at home.  
Flowers, such as the one pinned on the dress of the Jane Owen figurehead, were 
frequently added to carvings as an attribute of the passive, delicate Victorian woman. 
Understanding the Victorian language of flowers and the social customs associated with flowers 
is detailed and complicated. In The Language of Flowers: A History, Beverly Seaton points out 
that it is difficult for a contemporary audience to comprehend the “floral sentiment,” or the 
emotional and symbolic significance of flowers, that was intrinsic in nineteenth-century British 
society.386 Flowers permeated many societal customs: people carried them daily, wore them in 
their clothes, and they were attuned to the iconographic meaning behind the various species. 
Flowers were present in the lives of men and women, but it was women who were strongly 
associated with the floral sentiment. Victorian society thought women and flowers shared the 
qualities of delicacy, goodness, subtle flirtation, transience of beauty, and an overall connection 
with nature. Society favored the romantic language of flowers for women because it was 
“ambiguous” and “delicate” – just as women were expected to be – yet the nature of the flower 
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supported and disguised modest forms of flirtation.387 Figurehead carvers used the attribute of the 
flower as a means to support women’s fragility, passivity, and vulnerability.  
Although the figurehead flowers are typically carved in a non-specific manner, the 
general yet significant connection between woman, flowers, nature, and passivity is expressed 
through these carvings. At times, museum collections identify the flowers as roses, yet even this 
is ultimately ambiguous because the meaning of a rose is dependent upon its color, which may 
be concealed by multiple layers of paint.  
In the Valhalla Collection is an unidentified figurehead of a pretty girl holding a flower to 
her chest (Figure 63). Her dress is particularly feminine and conservative, with a ruffled lace 
collar completely covering her breasts, and a bow cinches the dress closed at the waist. The girl’s 
face looks straight ahead with a solemn yet courageous and steadfast expression. Her small, 
straight mouth does not reveal either a smile or a frown but suggests strength. Overall, the 
figurehead is plain and conservative but pretty, as if she would someday be a good wife and 
mother by Victorian standards but is still young.  
The National Maritime Museum identifies the flower that this figurehead holds gently 
between her breasts as a yellow rose. Carrying a single flower suggests a straightforward and 
generalized connection between woman and flowers, and therefore woman and passivity. The 
simple identification of a woman with a flower is a sign of femininity, defined in part in 
nineteenth-century Britain as passivity, vulnerability, and beauty. The Victorian woman’s love of 
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flowers transcended classes, so sailors aboard ships with flowered female figureheads would 
appreciate and value this reminder of femininity at home.388 
Two unique flower examples within the Royal Museums Greenwich are detached 
figurehead hands that hold posies, or bouquets of flowers. One is part of the Long John Silver 
Collection of the Cutty Sark and one is part of the Valhalla Collection on Tresco Island (Figure 
64). Virtually nothing is known about the arm from the Cutty Sark, but its existence and its 
similarly feminine characteristics support this as a recurring theme in nineteenth-century British 
female figureheads. While the two arms are similar, the Cutty Sark example is a much simpler 
carving with less detail. More information is known about the example at Valhalla, an extremely 
delicate female wrist and hand that holds a posy (Figure 65). Although this fragment is large in 
scale, the woman’s wrist, hand, and fingers are all extremely slender and feminine. It is painted 
entirely white, as the whole figurehead may have been originally, and the hand holds a bunch of 
flowers delicately, emphasizing femininity. Her quatrefoil lace-patterned sleeve with a scalloped 
edge and bracelet on her wrist add to this womanliness. The fingers hold the flowers so lightly 
that it looks as if they may slip through her fingers. The posy is bound together, and the carver 
has beautifully delineated the various flowers, with one in the front appearing to be a rose. 
The difference between a woman holding a single flower versus a posy is that these 
bouquets were often carried by women and worn by men to disguise the foul odors encountered 
on the streets or perhaps to even cover one’s own unpleasant body odors.389 While women were 
taught at young ages to make their own posies, they also frequently received them as gifts from 
male admirers who would send messages through the coded language of flowers. Women would 
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spend hours decoding these messages, and it was a sign of reciprocation for a woman to carry 
one suitor’s bouquet versus another man’s.390 
This particular arm also has a vertical “female” groove in the top, showing that it was 
once detachable from the body of the female figurehead and meaning it would most likely be put 
in place when the vessel was in harbor. Furthermore, construction of this arm shows that it 
probably would have been extended when intact rather than held to the woman’s breast as we 
have seen in previous examples.391 That someone would have taken time to attach and detach this 
arm with a posy, outstretched for a clear view, indicates the importance of this feminine, flowery 
limb. 
 
Sexual Figureheads 
In addition to the necessary role of nurturer at sea was a passionate, sexual component 
sailors yearned for during their weeks and months away from land. While displaying sexuality 
was not appropriate for any respectable and good Victorian woman, even if ranking lower than 
the middle class, many sailors nevertheless wanted to satisfy this base desire for sex. Sailors of 
the 1850s and 1860s were particularly rough. They drank heavily, met frequently with prostitutes 
when on land, and many had venereal disease.392 While many sailors had wives and children 
waiting for them at home, Robert D. Foulke explains that most sailors where very detached from 
a emotional, permanent life on land because they were so often at sea, and because of this, they 
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were “interested only in sprees,” suggesting insignificant, sexual encounters, during their short 
time on land.393 Prostitutes and other wanton women preyed on sailors upon their return to land 
with what became a popular sexual proposition, “Hello Sailor,” assuming the sailors would be 
desperate for sexual interaction and would be easy targets.394 “Crimpers” ran houses of sailors 
similar to brothels for prostitutes and took advantage of their taste for sex and alcohol.395 They 
lured and secured/caught downtrodden men with alcohol, prostitutes, and drugs, to the point 
where they owed money to the crimper, and they eventually forced (often physically) these men 
onto ships, which was an easy method to gather groups of sailors for a voyage. Because so many 
sailors were part of this bawdy group, one can see how a sexualized woman would have been 
ideal for many of these sailors. The sexualized figurehead was an attempt to represent these 
desires while at sea.  
Previous figurehead examples examined in this paper have fallen fairly pointedly into the 
maternal figurehead group. Regarding figureheads with sexual characteristics, I hesitate to label 
them as a group because many nineteenth-century British figureheads only contained elements of 
sexuality and were rooted in allegory, myth, or another form of narrative. Elsewhere in Europe 
and particularly in Sweden, however, there was a sudden surge in the sexualization of the female 
figurehead, to the point that they can be considered as a distinct sexualized figurehead 
category.396 For example, La Coquette (Figure 66) by Swedish carver, Johan Törnström, 
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explicitly displays nudity for the purpose of pleasing male viewers. This carved figure cups and 
holds her breasts as if she is presenting them to sailors on her ship and to those passing by.  
Because this paper focuses on Britain rather than the areas of Europe where figureheads 
were heavily sexualized, the examples I consider present elements of sexuality that are evident 
yet subtle. Costa explains that many of the nude or near-nude figures are reminiscent of ancient 
allegorical figures with ties in mythology, yet there seems to be a clear distinction between 
nudity for nudity’s sake and sexuality as an attribute of a mythological figure.397 It is these 
narrative roots that keep the sexual figureheads from being completely centered on sex, and it is 
perhaps because of the more acceptable narrative base that figureheads were even permitted to 
exhibit such sexuality. When sailors crawled onto the bowsprit to adjust rigging or apply 
additional paint to their figurehead, figureheads would have been a visual reminder of the 
missing female body and would have given the men a possible outlet for fantasy as well. 
Let us first consider the figurehead of the HMS Atalanta (Figure 67), mythological in its 
roots and sexual in its presence. This figurehead represents Atalanta, the “beaut[iful]” Greek 
mythological figure who is a virgin huntress, daughter of Iasus, and romantically loved by 
Meleager.398 According to Apollodorus’ Biblioteca (The Library), Volume 1, Atalanta’s father, 
King Iasus, had wanted a son so abandoned her in the wilderness when she was born.399 Against 
all odds, she survived growing up in the wild, raised by a she-bear and eventually saved by 
                                                
397 Ibid.  
 
398 John Lemprière, A Classical Dictionary; Containing a Copious Account of All the Proper Names 
Mentioned in Ancient Authors: With the Value of Coins, Weights, and Measures, Used Among the Greeks and 
Romans; And a Chronological Table (London: A. and R. Spottiswoode, 1820), 109. 
 
399 Apollodorus, The Library, Volume I, trans. James George Frazer (London: W. Heinemann; New York: 
G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1921), 399. Unless noted otherwise, information on Atalanta in the following paragraphs is 
from pages 69, 399, and 421 of this source. 
 
 200 
hunters who helped further cultivate her abilities as a huntress. Atalanta also took an oath of 
virginity and was known because she cast aside the notions of marriage. 
Although she is a female, there are many instances where Atalanta shows her 
independence and man-like strength. In “Atalanta as Model: The Hunter and the Hunted,” Judith 
Barringer explains that there is often a “blending of gender roles” when it comes to Atalanta, 
because she exhibits both masculinity and femininity and is at times very gender ambiguous.400 
The Calydonian boar hunt, for example, included all male figures with the exception of Atalanta, 
because Meleager was in love with her allowed her to join. Surprisingly, her bow was the first to 
make contact with and wound the boar, and after Meleager killed the boar with another shot, he 
awarded the hide to Atalanta. She also proved her athletic ability when she beat many men in a 
footrace that was a competition for her hand in marriage. Although Melanion eventually outran 
and married Atalanta when he distracted her with irresistible golden apples form Atalanta’s, this 
was only a trick that allowed Melanion to win and she was still known for her incredible speed. 
John Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary, a mythological reference popular amongst many 
nineteenth-century Victorian readers, indicates Atalanta’s speed when he says “she was almost 
invincible in running.”401 
In this figurehead example, Atalanta appears here as she often does as an Amazon 
woman with an exposed breast. In her book, The Hunt in Ancient Greece, Barringer explains that 
an artist who pictures the woman as an Amazon is implying that she is a social deviant, rebelling 
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against societal standards for marriage and sexual behavior.402 Suggestions of the Amazon 
woman that retaliates against what man has established seems a strange symbol for a ship 
carrying male sailors. However, I believe the choice to be simpler than this, particularly since 
overall the Atalanta figurehead appears conservative. With the exception of her exposed breast, 
Atalanta is fairly proper. The remainder of her dress is body covering, and the red strap across 
her chest and around her waist that would hold her bows and arrows are similar to other art 
historical images of Atalanta. Her hair is partially up and appears proper, and her expression and 
stance do not reveal the aggressive behavior often associated with an Amazon woman; she is 
posed tranquilly and obediently. 
Regarding color, Atalanta wears a green dress with red and gold highlights, but the 
muddled appearance of this figurehead most likely indicates numerous paint layers over the 
years and therefore unoriginal paint that we see today. A close viewing of her face reveals crude 
features with almost haphazard paint application that make her appear quite masculine, but 
again, little should be inferred from this because more defined, delicate features could be hiding 
beneath the many paint layers. While conforming to traditions of Atalanta and the Amazon 
woman, her exposed breast is an isolated characteristic of the figurehead. More important than its 
function as an identifying attribute of the Amazon woman was its function to provide pleasure to 
male viewers. This figurehead’s bare breast was most likely intended to temporarily satiate the 
sexual desires of the men on board the ship. 
In a traditional context, one would believe that the figure of Atalanta would represent 
strength, steadfastness, and speed, and may even question a man’s authority, particularly since 
Atalanta is the name of the figurehead and the ship. However, in this figurehead example she 
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appears sexualized in addition to exhibiting traits of a strong, somewhat masculine huntress. The 
Atalanta figurehead possesses the same ambiguity Barringer discusses in her article. Perhaps her 
role here is two-fold: Atalanta is mounted on the front of the ship as a symbol of encouragement, 
strength, and speed, and at the same time, her sexual characteristics in part satiate desires and 
appeal to the male gaze. Although not speaking of this figurehead, Barringer sheds light on this 
argument when she says: “Atalanta challenges men in a man’s world and therefore presents a 
threat to the male order, but she is also the object of male desire and subject to male influence 
and dominance.”403 Perhaps without intending to question male and female roles on ships, the 
ship owner and carver implanted these notions when creating this figurehead, which turns back 
on itself multiple times the question of gender relationships and dominance. If Atalanta is on 
board with masculine sailors, does that give her, and therefore other women, power? Or does her 
presence, as Barringer also suggests, imply that she will be overtaken by masculine authority? 
A similar but unknown figurehead resides at the National Maritime Museum (Figure 68). 
This figurehead is from either a brig or a ketch circa 1880, and while she also has an exposed 
breast, she appears more sexual and intended for the eyes of the lusty sailor than the previously 
considered Atalanta because both her appearance and the lack of information regarding her 
history make her less rooted in narrative tradition.404 She sits upright and wears a burgundy dress 
that has been strategically pulled down to expose her right breast. Her left arm is extended 
slightly out in front of her and her fingers look as if they are about to reach for something or have 
just pulled down the fabric of her dress. Her brown hair is pinned up and pulled away from her 
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face, and she has a surprised expression. Her facial features lack femininity, but like the previous 
example, this ambiguity could be due to multiple paint applications. 
A figurehead representing Amphitrite (Figure 69), the mythological goddess of the sea, 
the wife of Poseidon, and at times the personification of the sea, is a particularly sexualized 
carving from an unidentified nineteenth-century vessel and is part of the Cutty Sark Collection. 
Amphitrite was the daughter of either Oceanus or Nerus, and she originated as simply a sea 
nymph.405 While frolicking one day with her sisters on the island of Naxos, Poseidon, the God of 
the Sea, spotted Amphitrite and instantly fell in love with her. Despite Poseidon’s love at first 
sight and desire to marry Amphitrite, she was terrified and fled to the bottom of the ocean to 
hide. Poseidon sent multiple gifts to persuade her, but it was only when he sent a dolphin to talk 
with her that she was convinced to marry him. It was her matrimony to the God of the Sea that 
raised her from sea goddess to wife of Poseidon, riding alongside him in and wearing a crown of 
seaweed. 
The figurehead’s full nudity with only a few sprigs of leafy sea foliage climbing her legs 
certainly invites male viewers, but a bare body is typical in pictorial representations of 
Amphitrite throughout history. Most representations do not picture Amphitrite with leaves 
creeping up her legs, but since this version is a figurehead, it gives the impression that 
Amphitrite has recently emerged from the depths of the ocean and the ocean’s remnants are still 
clinging to her. What is most notable about this representation of Amphitrite and her sexual 
nature is the unique manner in which she has positioned her nude body. Her hands are secured 
behind her head and her elbows point outward, which is an unusual stance for a figurehead. This 
arches the figurehead’s back and thrusts her exposed breasts forward. Her stance also highlights 
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certain muscles and movement of the figurehead’s skin, details that are visible because it appears 
as if they have not been concealed by multiple paint layers. Excluding the green foliage, 
Amphitrite is painted completely white, just as she may have been originally. Her feminine facial 
features and the sensual positioning of her body are very clear and detailed. She displays herself 
to her viewers and the clasped position of her hands and arms leave her submissive and 
vulnerable to confrontation, almost as if she is surrendering. From one perspective, Amphitrite 
therefore resembles the same sensual sirens from Herbert Draper’s Ulysses and the Sirens who 
emerge from the water and unabashedly throw themselves at sailors. Amphitrite is a wooden 
enchantress who sexually propositions whose who pass by her ship, the sailors living aboard, and 
sailors aboard other ships encountered at ocean because she is situated at the prow.  
From another perspective, this carving of Amphitrite’s pose indicates that she is 
surrendering to her theoretical male viewer and is a victim as a nude figure rather than a 
proprietor of her sexuality. In the context of nineteenth-century Victorian culture and the 
mythological narrative surrounding Amphitrite, she can be read as a very passive woman who 
was at the mercy of the men surrounding her. Her sexuality embodied in this figurehead 
representation negates her as an angel in the house, yet her docile nature and lack of existence 
without a man beside her is the epitome of Victorian female passivity. First, the narrative shows 
that Amphitrite was a beautiful sea-maiden pursued adamantly by Poseidon. Amphitrite was 
afraid of this man, but she eventually gave in and lived a life supporting his position as deity of 
the ocean. Her initial fear but eventual willingness to become Poseidon’s wife as well as the life 
she lives to support to her husband agrees with the notion that she representative of female 
passivity in Victorian society. Furthermore, Tamra Andrews describes Amphitrite, saying that 
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she “was gentle and kind and personified the calm, sunlit sea.”406 The choice of Amphitrite as a 
figurehead is in part fitting because she is the personification of a tranquil sea, something that 
many sailors desired. Additionally, Andrews’ description further supports that Amphitrite is a 
kind, behaved, and passive figure, very much in contrast to Amphitrite’s independent, strong 
temperament discussed earlier. The passivity Amphitrite displays is a large part of the Victorian 
ideal for woman. The nudity she exhibits in this figurehead example as well as her vulnerable 
body positioning as if she is surrendering further supports that she lives at the mercy of men in 
society, a rag doll that is tossed about according to what men desire of her. This figurehead may 
not be a complete example of the ideal Victorian woman because she displays such sexuality, but 
the lack of control she has over her own life and actions is exemplary of the passivity desired in a 
Victorian woman. 
Despite this carving’s possible dual nature as a sexual being and a demure victim, I argue 
that viewers recognized her sexuality more often than her victimization. Her mythological 
identity a female personification of the “calm, sunlit sea” makes her a fitting carving to lead a 
vessel and perhaps provides an excuse to allow such a sensual figure to be the figurehead. While 
educated passers by may have made the connection between the carving and the passive 
Amphitrite from mythology, viewers such as sailors were most likely blinded by her overt 
nakedness and submissive pose and did not take details of the narrative into account.  
 
Allegorical Figureheads 
Viewers may confuse sexual figureheads with allegorical figureheads because both types 
often present their bare bodies and lack passivity of the maternal figurehead, but they are 
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different in their intent. Art historical allegory, the symbolic representation of a concept or place, 
dates back to antiquity and spans the globe.407 As a prevalent trend in the nineteenth century, it 
carried over to ship carving as well as traditional works of art.408 The allegorical figurehead 
group is closely connected to and may contain mythological figureheads because they personify 
concepts or places – hope, liberty, London – as a means to morally inspire and lead viewers 
through the embodiment of these concepts, and this may also cause confusion. For example, we 
briefly considered at the beginning of the paper the female figurehead in Tissot’s painting, 
Portsmouth Dockyard, who may represent Athena, the goddess of war and wisdom.409 She is a 
fairly small detail in the background, but she is by no means minor. Her classical drapery and 
particularly her Corinthian helmet help identify her, and she stands out from the dark boat on 
which she is secured because she is painted white. Marina Warner points out the prominence of 
Athena in Victorian England as the “symbolic fountainhead of the city’s identity” and the 
connection to the strong Britannia.410 Warner explains that during an era in which society looked 
to the classics such as Homer’s Odyssey for moral role models, Athena presented “familiar 
ethics” such as wisdom that were honest and true. Her place here as figurehead on the ship in 
Tissot’s painting therefore is not surprising; as a personification of war and wisdom on the water 
after Britain conquered other nations and had control over the waters, Athena is a fitting choice. 
The figurehead of the HMS London (Figure 70), an allegory of the city of London, is a 
strong physical and carved example of an allegorical figurehead that is housed in the National 
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Maritime Museum. Although she is recognizable as a female because of her soft mouth and 
dress, the carving is fairly crude because it bears no uniqueness and leaves little trace of a model 
or sitter. She wears a simple green dress with a white ruffle and a contrasting red sash at her 
waist. She looks straight ahead with little expression on her face, and her wide-eyed lack of 
expression and facial detail may be due to the artist’s desire to retain simplicity or it could be due 
to lack of skill in representing facial features. Despite this somewhat commonplace appearance, 
the “mural crown” atop her head that represents the Tower of London is her defining trait and 
fills the void for her bland features.411 Her hair is even cut short, possibly as a means to retain 
simplicity in the figure herself and place emphasis on her as a symbolic representation of the 
London of which the Empire was proud. 
The viewer can understand from Tissot’s Athena figurehead as well as the figurehead of 
the HMS London the importance of allegory for Britain and their naval power, but why does 
were nineteenth-century allegorical figureheads so often women? This ties in with the 
longstanding tradition throughout history of using a woman as an allegorical figure, who is stoic 
and strong, but these qualities are also a testament to her strength in retaining her obedience to 
man. Warner says: 
Their bodies are made masculine through buckler, breastplate, helmet, and spear, often directly recalling 
representations of Athena, to manifest their good behaviour in recognizing male precedence in kinship, or 
male authority in society and the home. The chastity of the female body and the fidelity of a wife are 
essential to that, and for this reason as well as others...armour eventually became the disginguishing sign of 
many allegorical virtues themselves. 
 
The allegorical connection with ships and the domination of Britain in the nineteenth century 
significant, but choice of a woman to decorate the prow of the ship is not surprising or 
particularly different from the established historical tradition where woman is a figurehead. 
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Marina Warner explains that the “[allegorical] female appears down the years to convince us of 
the messages she conveys” and that she is the “prodigy of illusion” that brings a symbol “to 
life.”1 Allegorical figureheads are less about the individual and more about the symbolic message 
they carry, which is why they must be excluded from my argument. When a figurehead is not 
tied to an individual, such as the allegorical figurehead of the HMS London, it is easier for the 
viewer to understand it solely for the concept it represents. When connected to an individual, 
such as many of the maternal figureheads examined in this paper, they are often times more 
shocking because their individuality cannot easily be separated from the role they serve as 
protectors of ships. It is for this reason that maternal and sexual figureheads, who are 
personalized, bear the most meaning in this chapter. 
   
Penelope 
This chapter closes with two related figurehead examples – one carved figurehead and 
one painting containing figureheads – that are both based on Homer’s Odyssey and tie together 
the discussion of gender relations in Victorian society addressed in this paper. These visual 
examples are significant because they elucidate the struggle between matrimonial loyalty and the 
carnal temptation of sex, and they show how men frequently explored this issue through visual 
representation.  
The first example is a figurehead from an 1829 Royal Navy ship, the HMS Penelope 
(Figure 71) that resides in the National Maritime Museum Collection. The figurehead represents 
Penelope from Homer’s Odyssey, who is Ulysses’ loyal, well-behaved wife who waits patiently 
for him during his voyage home after the fall of Troy. This carved representation of Penelope 
shows her with the demure characteristics of a faithful wife that she exhibits in Homer’s epic 
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poem. Her dress shows her shoulders but is still quite modest, and she wears a heavy cloak held 
securely around her body by her self-consciously crossed arms. When viewed frontally, this 
position makes her appear slumped and lacking in confidence. Penelope’s head looks up and off 
to the left, and her facial expression is vulnerable and pleading as if she is not sure what to do but 
will obey what she is told. This carved representation of Penelope is so much like the narrative 
version of her from Homer’s Odyssey that it almost creates a cliché. These sailors are on a 
voyage that presumably takes them away from their loved ones, like Odysseus who is taken 
away from his wife Penelope. Penelope is also a loyal, well-behaved wife to Odysseus, so this 
demure wooden representation of her reminds sailors of their wives at home. 
These similarities are enhanced when placed beside a nineteenth-century painting that 
represents Penelope in a different figurehead form that is perhaps a more direct commentary on 
gender relations in Victorian society. John William Waterhouse’s painting, Ulysses and the 
Sirens (1891), uses the idea of the figurehead to address the struggle between loyal, matrimonial 
love associated with motherhood, domesticity, and sexual cravings men experienced through 
temptation. This painting represents the specific scene from Book Twelve of Homer’s Odyssey 
where Ulysses and his men travel through the lair of the beautiful but dangerous sirens who 
attempt to lure them to their deaths with sexual appeal and beautiful song.412 Nineteenth-century 
British artists pictured this scene repeatedly, but Waterhouse’s version is unique because he has 
painted in three oculi, explained previously in the paper as early examples of figureheads in the 
form of protective eyes painted on vessels. Notice the three round oculi painted on Ulysses’ boat: 
one on the bow at the lower right portion of the canvas, and two on the inside of the ship. 
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Between the two interior oculi is the face of a woman who Peter Trippi identifies as 
Penelope, Ulysses’ wife.413 As a virtuous, loyal, maternal wife in the Odyssey, Penelope 
represents the ideal Victorian woman, just as she is represented in the figurehead example from 
the HMS Penelope. As painted by Waterhouse in direct view of Ulysses while he is bound to the 
mast, this combination of images can be read as a two-dimensional, makeshift figurehead. Its 
purpose as a figurehead is to help Ulysses resist sexual temptation of the sirens and be reminded 
of the importance of fidelity to his wife. Considering these details are not included in Homer’s 
original text and considering the lack of other similar visual examples, could Waterhouse be 
suggesting that Ulysses and his men painted this figurehead in preparation for their encounter 
with the sirens, knowing they would be tempted and needed a way to stay safe? This seems 
highly likely, particularly because of the deliberate placement of the two oculi and Penelope’s 
painted face directly in Ulysses’ eyesight.  
When compared with other figurehead examples considered in this paper, Waterhouse’s 
painting alongside the figurehead of the HMS Penelope provide perhaps the most direct 
commentary on the sentiments of sailors at sea, their relationships with women, and the 
relationships between men and women in general in Victorian Britain. Instead of using the 
figurehead as pure safety from physical danger, Ulysses engages with the figurehead effigy of 
his loyal wife as inspiration and protection against temptation that a Victorian man may 
experience in daily life. This comparison supports that figureheads often speak not only about 
sailors’ behaviors and habits but also about the broader topic of Victorian gender relations.  
What is perhaps most compelling about female figureheads and what gives them 
distinction from the paintings of women and water discussed in the previous chapters is the fact 
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that when in situ, these carved objects representing Victorian women are literally in constant 
contact with water. Not only are they outside the domestic realm, they live outside and often in 
ocean air, and water wears on them daily and alters these female carvings in a manner that 
becomes a part of their existence. Though the present day definition of a figurehead indicates 
that they are leaders with no actual power, nineteenth-century female figureheads certainly 
contradict this notion because they held great strength and power. Their power and strength lies 
in their constant physical contact with water that was salty, gritty and tough as well as symbolic 
connections with nostalgic and superstitious maritime culture. At the same time that these 
figureheads filled in as loyal wives, mothers, domestic figures, nannies, beautiful young women, 
passive women, or sexual beings, their existence also became synonymous with enduring 
strength and soulfulness as they instilled courage in sailors. These fascinating carvings in part 
adhered to the expectation of the ideal, domestic Victorian woman, but they also began to 
challenge these assumptions by placing woman outside the home, in connection with the sea, and 
situated on at the prows of powerful vessels. 
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Conclusion 
 
In this dissertation, I have attempted to step outside the box, considering the possibility 
that viewers and readers can understand Victorian women as beings connected to water and the 
exterior rather than strictly domestic figures confined to the interior, a paradigm with which 
many are familiar. I have amassed and assessed uncharted visual material that supports this 
notion by picturing these women outside the home and in connection with water, therefore 
questioning the Victorian ideal that has for so long situated women indoors. My research and 
writing has taken me from images of women who meet their deadly fate in the water, to women 
who go to the water to celebrate Britain’s world dominance in the nineteenth century, to 
imaginary of mythical water women, and finally to carved representations of women whose 
wooden bodies literally interact with water by nature of their position on the prows of ships. 
Substantial imagery from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that leads up to this 
body of work representing women and water confirms woman’s station in the home and sets a 
precedent that the women and water visuals later contradict. Conversation pieces and genre 
paintings provide insight into a woman’s daily life by situating them in the interior of the home, 
picturing them in roles subservient to men and associating them with domestic tokens and 
activities such as playing with pet birds and minding children. While one may assume that these 
earlier, contradictory images are problematic because they may counter the opposing images 
studied in this dissertation that place women outside the home and in connection with water, they 
ultimately support my argument. Rather that posing problems, these images provided a measure 
by which I compared the nonconforming watery women images, allowing me to point out the 
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peculiarity of these pictures. The images of woman as domestic at times also provided a 
surprisingly valuable point of comparison. For example, the maternal figureheads of Chapter 
Four bear hallmarks of the domestic angel in the house, but their placement at the prows of ships 
and literally in the water redefines their position in the home and endows them with a rugged 
power as symbolic leader of the ship.   
Though it was at first difficult to draw meaning from the various images of watery 
women in the chapters, my in-depth research and writing uncovered significant findings and 
drew connections between images across the different chapters. Chapter One considers 
representations of women, water, death and victimization. A large portion of this chapter focuses 
on Millais’ Ophelia, an iconic painting that has come to define the way in which viewers of this 
picture and readers of Shakespeare’s Hamlet – on which the painting is based – understand 
women, water, and death. In order to determine why this image has become so well-known, I 
recognized and attempted to untangle the painting’s complex history. This includes the way in 
which Millais’ representation of Ophelia is vastly different from other portrayals of 
Shakespeare’s character, the dramatic and often tragic connection with the beautiful, suicidal 
model, Lizzie Siddal, and the dynamic interaction between woman, water and drowning here. It 
was through this analysis of Millais’ Ophelia that I began to discover that for the theoretical 
Victorian male viewer, the combination of women, water and death was a beautiful culmination. 
This highlighted the misogynism of the theoretical Victorian male gaze, because it glorifies 
female death and water as an appealing and desirable combination while simultaneously making 
the woman a victim. 
The second portion of Chapter One is devoted to Social realist painting and is in part 
defined by its difference from the earlier discussion of Ophelia. Rather than picturing female 
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death in water as pretty, these artists directly highlight the tragic and grotesque nature of the 
victimized Victorian fallen woman who commits suicide, often in London’s River Thames. 
Though Millais’ painting largely contrasts with these Social realist images, they are connected by 
a common thread running throughout the chapter, which is the theme of surface versus depth of 
water. Water in both sections of this chapter is an element that victimizes the fallen women by 
presenting itself as an inviting friend but ultimately causing death. Whether the surface that lures 
these women is disguised as a beautiful, garden-like oasis as in Millais’ Ophelia or as a warm, 
comforting refuge we see in the Social realist images, water is often a deceptive gateway to the 
Victorian woman’s demise. 
Although Chapter Two studies imaginary subject matter – sirens and other mythological 
water enchantresses – it is a strong complement and follow-up to Chapter One. This second 
chapter studies mythological water enchantresses, which are female or partially female figures 
from mythology who hold a physical and sexual power of enchantment over men that can be 
dangerous. Man’s survival lies in his ability to resist this temptation. I primarily assess sirens, but 
I also discuss water nymphs, sprites, kelpies, and other creatures falling into the category of the 
water enchantress. My discussion in large part surrounds the Victorian fascination with 
mythological stories, particularly Homer’s Odyssey, considering how they understood and 
appropriated these stories and mythological figures as guides by which they led their daily lives. 
 This chapter is a fitting follow up to Chapter One because women in both chapters do 
not behave according to Victorian standards. In Chapter One, women continuously fall 
downward until they meet their death in the water. They commit adultery and are cast outside the 
home as fallen women, and water ultimately pulls them under to their deaths. Here in Chapter 
Two, the women are also sexually deviant because they throw their bodies at men, but they are 
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empowered by the water and use it as a tool to instead lure and pull men under the water to 
defeat them. The theme of deception – surface versus depth – is therefore at play here as it was in 
Chapter One, but this time men are victims and women and water hold the power as seducers. 
Chapter Three is more modern in its subject matter. I consider James Tissot’s grand 
paintings of wealthy bourgeois women recreating aboard nautical vessels, and I assess how 
Tissot uses watery settings as a method to highlight these women’s vulgarity. This group of 
paintings by Tissot is unusual and distinct. That Tissot continually chose to paint the vulgar, 
middle-class women socializing and flirting with sailors aboard ships in the 1870s, despite the 
fact that these images were repeatedly rebuked by critics, makes them unlike any other body of 
images at the time. 
In this chapter, I studied technicalities of shipping, history of the Royal Navy, primary 
accounts of nineteenth-century regattas, and even the implications of flags and ensigns in order 
to draw meaning from Tissot’s paintings. While water is a precarious site of death and 
destruction in the previous two chapters, in Chapter Three it is a space where the nouveau riches 
flock to socialize with their aristocratic and royal superiors to celebrate Britain’s dominance as a 
world leader and naval power in the nineteenth century. Tissot also draws the viewer’s attention 
to the harsh realities of the Industrial Revolution and its accompanying group in the Victorian 
social hierarchy, the wealthy middle class, who rose alongside this cultural phenomenon. 
Chapter Four, on nineteenth-century female figureheads, coincides with chapter three 
because of its foundation in naval and maritime history. These carved figures located at the 
prow, or front, or the ship had not previously been addressed from a scholarly perspective, so it 
is a fitting closure to the dissertation because it is perhaps the most forward-thinking of the 
chapters. In this chapter, I compare female carvings with images that represent figureheads as 
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well as other related images – from previous chapters and new images addressed specifically in 
Chapter Four – in order to situate figureheads within art historical discourse. I address how 
figureheads embody the soul of the ship and are symbolic protectors of sailors on board. A major 
question I ask is: Why do sailors, characterized particularly in the nineteenth century as strong 
and powerful men at sea, rely on carvings of women to keep them safe during an era known for 
its repression of real women and the cult of domesticity? What is the meaning behind these 
women’s transferal from the domestic sphere to the prow of the ship? My analysis shows that 
figureheads often filled the void of female presence aboard vessels. Many sailors missed the 
loyal nurturing women waiting patiently at home for their return, while others yearned for 
physical contact with sensual, passionate women during their isolation, and still others wished to 
bask in the pride of Britain’s status as a naval power and world leader. Female figureheads 
embodied these notions and were therefore strong symbolic leaders of vessels during long 
voyages. 
There are many ways scholars might attempt to explain the abounding number of images 
representing women in connection with water in nineteenth-century Victorian visual culture. One 
may take a historical approach, arguing that Queen Victoria was connected to water through the 
strong and advanced Royal Navy. Or one could take a spiritual approach, considering the 
connection that was ascribed to women and nature in the later nineteenth century. One may be 
most interested the aftermath of the Victorian period, looking forward civil rights and feminist 
proceedings and arguing that these images of women and water predicted future freedoms and 
opportunities for women by visually removing them from the domestic interior and placing them 
in an external water setting. Ultimately, this dissertation does not rest on a single, specific 
reasoning behind these images, and it does not necessarily seek a streamlined answer. I instead 
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believe that these and many additional motives explain the abounding body of images of women 
and water that artists painted in Victorian Britain. It concludes that water was a place where 
women and men, artists and figures of other occupations, and Victorian society in general, went 
to the water to explore questions and issues regarding gender (male and female relations), society 
and economy (specifically the Industrial Revolution), class (the new middle class), and culture. 
Many artists shared the method of picturing women and water together, but their execution of 
this pairing and their reasons for the union are different. What is significant is that this union 
provided a space for self- and communal-exploration. 
Significantly, my dissertation proves that the theme of women and water is defining 
characteristic of mid to late nineteenth-century British visual culture. Until this point, scholars 
from related disciplines – art history, nautical and maritime studies, decorative arts, social 
history, etc. – have overlooked approaching the images and objects in my dissertation from this 
perspective, and it is for this reason that my contribution adds a new dimension to the continuing 
research of these objects. My dissertation therefore contributes to the above-mentioned fields and 
it draws in a new object category –figureheads – to the realm of decorative arts and art historical 
discussion. Looking back to my introduction, this theme of women and water seems not only to 
have unified the 1897 Royal Academy Exhibition at Burlington House as a “mermaid’s cavern,” 
which overflowed with watery women, but it seems to have permeated all aspects of British art, 
from the accepted high art of painting that was exhibited at the Royal Academy, such as 
Waterhouse’s Ulysses and the Sirens, to the more subversive and rebuked images of modern life, 
such as Tissot’s The Ball on Shipboard, to what was at one point considered craft and the lower 
echelons of artistic creation that we see in the female figurehead carvings. Images of women and 
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water should be recognized as a significant and defining component of the Pre-Raphaelite 
studies, Victorian studies, and more broadly, nineteenth-century British visual culture. 
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